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Abstract 
The Falling Dream: Unreason and Enchantment in the Gay Liberation Movement 
examines supernatural, paranormal, and other forms of “irrational” experience in 1970s 
queer politics. I argue that although this decade is often narrated as a period of activist 
decline, queer cultures saw a proliferation of inventive approaches to organizing during 
these years– these efforts, however, often elude conventional understandings of politics. I 
center activists who fought police brutality with magic, used psychic powers to free 
political prisoners, built coalitions with extraterrestrials, and pursued threshold states 
(achieved through mysticism, psychotropics, or psychosis) as resources for political 
insight. I argue that these seemingly disparate activist unorthodoxies shared a refusal of 
modernist regimes of secular rationality. Far from being merely idiosyncratic, I suggest 
that non-secular and anti-rationalist approaches helped expand possibilities for queer 
political thought and action during a time of national political retrenchment—I thus read 
unreason and enchantment as systemic queer responses to the early onset of neoliberal 
austerity. In centering deauthorized strategies for social change, this project brings to the 
forefront communities that had least access to mainstream reform structures, 
communities that have also often been peripheral to historiographies of gender and 
sexuality: queer people of color, transgender people, lesbian feminists, and poor, 
incarcerated, and disabled queer communities. This project, in other words, asserts the 
need to attend to the subaltern political methodologies that proceed from subaltern 
political movements. Additionally, I suggest that looking to madness and magic in 
progressive queer cultures directs scholars towards wholly different conceptions of what 
sexuality looks like under modernity. These cultures reject common scholarly 
understandings that modern sexuality is primarily an apparatus of subject formation, that 
scientific knowledge displaces religion as the privileged authority on sexual selfhood 
under modernity, that sexuality is specific to and constituted through its human social 
context, and that modern sexuality is something that is distinct to the human. To make 
these arguments, I bring literatures associated with the “ontological turn” of the 
humanities to bear the study of LGBT history, asking how the history of sexuality might 
look different if approached at a distance from more familiar Foucauldian frameworks. 
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Introduction: 
 
Disappearing the Police Station 
 
A thin folder, the “Police” subject file housed amongst the New York Public 
Library’s LGBT collections, contains a visually unremarkable but peculiar piece of 
activist ephemera: a flyer from 1970 advertising the Los Angeles Gay Liberation Front’s 
intent to respond to a recent spate of police violence by collectively levitating the local 
precinct building (see figure 1). Describing the action as a “tin-can demonstration,” the 
flyer directs attendees to “bring a small, empty tin-can (sic) and a pencil to beat it with,” 
which, the organizers hope, will produce “an ominous and interesting sound.” The flyer 
presents the action as a kind of memorial: framed by a thick black border, the top of the 
page bears the names of three gay and transgender community members recently dead at 
the hands of the LAPD, with the capitalized gloss, “STOP POLICE MURDER, 
BRUTALITY, AND ENTRAPMENT OF HOMOSEXUALS!” The text’s presentation of 
the names, unadorned, plaintive, evokes the meticulous repetition of ritual: 
 Larry Turner 
 Black Street Transvestite  
 Killed by Los Angeles Police 
 March 8, 1970 
 
 Howard Elfland 
 Gay Brother 
 Killed by Los Angeles Police 
 March 7, 1969 
 
 Ginny Gallegos 
 Gay Sister 
 Killed by Los Angeles Police 
 Spring 1970 
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At the demonstration, the flyer explains, activists planned to “raise (by Magick) the 
Rampart Police Station several feet above the ground and hopefully cause it to disappear 
for two hours.” The text at the bottom concludes, “If the GLF is successful in this effort 
we will alleviate a major source of homosexual oppression for at least those two hours. A 
large turnout might do the same thing for a longer period of time. Support this action with 
your presence.”1 
 Today, the flyer’s unselfconscious invocation of “Magick” as a means of 
ameliorating police brutality may incur a range of responses: amusement, perhaps, 
nostalgia for the era’s political optimism and naïveté, or potentially aversion to the 
ineffectual indulgences of the 1970s counterculture—particularly when deployed in 
response to such an obvious tragedy as queer life lost to state violence. Indeed, for social 
movement historians today, especially when contrasted to the grassroots organizing of the 
previous decade, the GLF demonstration may be said to portend a larger turn to 
depoliticized “lifestyle” and “culture,” which would eventually help usher in the demise 
of the earlier mass movements. Additionally, the flyer’s asymmetrical presentation of the 
deceased evokes the white Left’s ongoing difficulties in accounting for social difference, 
which historiographies have linked to the erosion of women’s and gay liberation in 
particular. Excluded from the designations of fraternity afforded to Elfland and 
Gallegos—whose class and race are left unmarked—Turner appears simply as a “Black 
Street Transvestite.” The flyer also hails Turner by her birth name rather than her chosen 
one, Laverne. Insofar as it recalls the race, class, and gender-based privileges associated 
                                                
1 “Stop Police Murder, Brutality, and Entrapment of Homosexuals,” Flyer, Police folder, 
Ephemera - Subjects, International Gay Information Center, New York Public Library, New 
York, NY (hereafter cited as NYPL). 
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with the “hippie” lifestyle, as well as the dubious credibility of the better-known 1967 
Pentagon levitation, the GLF’s levitation flyer may inexorably bear the mark of the 
counterculture’s exclusions and foreclosures. 
 And yet, today, this archival imprint retains the capacity to effect a sense of 
possibility. Writing on the flyer in 2011, New York-based trans activist and artist Reina 
Gossett reflects,  
I am so inspired by how Laverne, Howard and Ginny are honored as ancestors 
and are present in the action through a levitated & disappeared police station, 
ominous and interesting sounds and large turnouts of mourners… I love how 
haunting this demonstration is, responding to the killings and ongoing threats of 
homophobic and transphobic violence from the state by organizing an action 
filled with accountability to the living, dead and unknown forces that are all fully 
involved in our struggle for liberation. So outside the normalized organizing 
tactics preferred by the Non Profit Industrial Complex, forty years later this 
action feels incredibly accountable to the unborn, the dead and the living present 
at the Rampart Police Station in 1970.2 
 
Gossett’s remarks highlight the demonstration not as a site of the counterculture’s 
divestments from political participation, but, rather, as a praxis that is deauthorized under 
contemporary, state-sanctioned social reform regimes. Her reading urges us to attend 
more closely to the array of challenges that the action poses to present-day assumptions 
about the proper scope, content, and form of political work—challenges which indict 
norms of liberal and radical activism alike. Indeed, if the material on the flyer is any 
indication, the action’s organizers seemed indifferent about the action’s reception as 
“respectable” politics. As part of the immaterial affective work of mourning, and as an 
exercise in the ineluctable sociality of grief, the event partakes in a kind of political labor 
                                                
2 Reina Gossett, “Occupy Humor & Grief as Transformative Practices,” The Spirit Was… March 
15, 2012, http://thespiritwas.tumblr.com/post/19349288742/occupy-humor-grief-as-
transformative-practices 
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that cannot be empirically quantified.3 The ritualistic presentation of the deceased 
harkens to James Baldwin’s injunction to “bring out your dead” as a strategy for naming 
the destructive yet unknowable truths of power.4 An alternative temporality of activism 
also emerges here: the event was staged not during the traditional work week, when 
media publicity and the possibility of an LAPD response might have been maximized, 
but on a Sunday, recognized by many as a Sabbath and a time of reflective 
nonproductivity. And familiar injunctions to sustainable or permanent social change are 
foregone by the demonstration’s very inception, which seeks to remedy police repression 
only for a few hours. 
 Perhaps most vexing about the action, however, is the particular mechanism of 
change to which the activists appealed: what Gossett aptly references as “unknown 
forces,” and what the flyer names simply as “Magick.” The spelling on the flyer harkens 
to Aleister Crowley’s Thelema, which distinguished the “magick” of the occult arts from 
mere sleight-of-hand or stage magic. 5 The flyer thus suggests the organizers’ interest in 
leveraging the supernatural, rather than simply conducting a public performance as 
political theater. This activist engagement of a supernatural force places a degree of 
pressure on canonical formulations of politics in the modern West: within liberal and 
radical activism, and within much scholarship, politics is traditionally constituted as the 
domain of the human. Indeed, politics has long been recognized as a distinguishing 
                                                
3 Cf Douglas Crimp, “Mourning and Militancy,” October 51 (Winter 1989), 3-18; Judith Butler, 
Precarious Life: The Powers of Mourning and Violence (New York: Verso, 2006); Deborah 
Gould, Moving Politics: Emotion and ACT UP’s Fight Against AIDS (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2009). 
4 James Baldwin, The Evidence of Things Not Seen (New York: Holt, 1995). 
5 See Aleister Crowley, Magick: Liber ABA (Book 4) (Washington: Weiser Books, 1998) 
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characteristic of the human: as Aristotle so famously put it, “man is a political animal in a 
sense in which a bee is not, or any other gregarious animal.”6 For Aristotle, it is speech in 
particular that gives humans their unique capacity for politics, for speech alone allows the 
articulation of “what is just and what is unjust.”7  
And yet both the human and the linguistic are displaced by the GLF’s tin-can 
demo, which centers an agent of change that presents as neither human or discursive, but 
occult. To put it bluntly, the GLF did not seek to resist the police by signifying at them. 
Rather, the flyer details an intention to forcibly arrest police abuse by physically raising 
the station above the ground by harnessig the assistance of an unspecified and apparently 
inhuman force. The magick’s capacity to actualize justice for the GLF would seem not to 
be a function of speech at all, but of the quiet, wordless noises of objects: pencils tapping 
on tin cans. In these respects, the magical force summoned by the action presents less like 
a discourse—frequently scholarship’s preferred paradigm for analyzing the political—
and more like what Bruno Latour would call an actant. In other words, the magick is 
construed as a human-independent entity that “modifies another entity in a trial.”8 As an 
actant, the magick is a causal mechanism that is not primarily symbolic, and does not 
reduce to its discursive, phenomenological, or representational effects. 
But of course, characterizing the GLF’s magick as an actant begs the question of 
whether, in the end, the action can indeed be said to have produced results. Interestingly, 
sources attest to its success: LA GLF founder Morris Kight, who reportedly arrived at the 
                                                
6 Aristotle, The Politics, trans. T.A. Sinclair (New York: Penguin,  1992), 59. 
7 Ibid. 60. 
8 Bruno Latour, Politcs of Nature: How to Bring the Sciences into Democracy (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 2004), 237. 
  6 
action dressed as the pope, estimated that the police station rose about six feet. “The 
cameras loved it,” he exclaimed.9 If Kight’s assessment is to be entertained, the LGBT 
populace of the Rampart Division’s 5.54 square mile precinct was able to live for a few 
hours that afternoon free of harassment, violence, and repression at the hands of the local 
police.10 But beyond the rather ephemeral accomplishments of that day, Kight’s 
testimony calls contemporary critics to ask what insights, struggles, and lifeways might 
become legible once we begin to listen for the unobtrusive but mysterious sounds of 
pencils tapping on tin-cans—once we begin to look for visions of change that summoned 
together the human, the object, and the otherworldly into the empty space of possibility 
left by a disappeared police station. 
 This dissertation contends that far from being exceptional, the unconventional 
social change ethos promoted by the GLF flyer was, in fact, pervasive to queer politics in 
the 1970s. As I will show, the levitation flyer proffers but one instance of a much larger 
turn to alternative queer approaches to political life and action during this decade. But 
precisely because these nontraditional praxes violate liberal and scholarly hierarchies of 
knowledge, being, and action, they have tended not to be intelligible as sites of political 
engagement at all, and thus, they have been largely ignored or dismissed by 
contemporary accounts. And yet, closer inspection of this era’s queer political cultures 
reveals a striking breadth of activist unorthodoxies: not just levitation demos, but an array 
of queer experiments with the supernatural, mystical, paranormal, and psychedelic, as 
                                                
9 Dudley Clendinen, Out for Good: The Struggle to Build a Gay Rights Movement in America 
(New York: Simon & Schuster, 2001), 60 
10 “About Rampart,” Official Site of the Los Angeles Police Department, accessed May 10, 2015, 
http://www.lapdonline.org/rampart_community_police_station/content_basic_view/1657 
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well as a preponderance of queer organizers who have been hailed by peers and historians 
alike as eccentric, unusual, or simply insane. Like the LA-GLF, activists during these 
years increasingly looked to the supernatural not simply as an object of belief, but as real 
social agents that could be used to produce changes in the material world. Sometimes 
these nonhuman agents appeared within familiar religious contexts, for instance, 
Christianity’s Holy Spirit; other times, activists looked to less conventional allies, like 
extraterrestrials. And within and beyond queer cultures, activists extolled limit states—
achieved, for instance, through pscyhotropics, sex, mysticism, or psychosis—as a means 
for achieving political insights that might countermand the rationalist, hegemonic 
epistemes of the liberal state.11 In contrast to the Civil Rights struggles of the 1950s and 
60s, which ratified the rights-bearing individual as the privileged site of political redress, 
these practices politicized the counterculture’s enthusiasm for “ego death”—in other 
words, the dissolution of the bounded, rational, self-aware, and autonomous self. Such 
techniques attempted not only to dismantle conventional forms of subjectivity, in 
displacing noetic processes of ideation and language, they also worked to erode 
characteristics that have canonically distinguished the human. As such, these activist 
cultures not only look very unlike Aristotle’s speech- and human-based political 
philosophy, they also vex contemporary scholarly approaches that engage political 
movements mainly as projects of ideology, discourse, and meaning.  
                                                
11 On uses of nonrational knowledges in the larger social movements to counter statist regimes, 
see Jonathan Metzl, The Protest Psychosis: How Schizophrenia Became a Black Disease (Boston: 
Beacon Press, 2009); Michael E. Staub, Madness Is Civilization: When the Diagnosis Was Social, 
1948 – 1980 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2011. 
  8 
 In The Falling Dream, I argue that these seemingly disparate activist 
unorthodoxies were bound together by a shared refusal of modernist regimes of secular 
rationality. While I do not suggest that these efforts existed “outside” modernity–that 
they actually achieved some utopian state untouched by modern power—I do emphasize 
that queer activists experimented with approaches to political life and organizing that 
contested modernist epistemes. They eschewed common sense mandates that political 
work must be “reasonable” in approach and restricted in scope to worldly, human affairs. 
They thus often built political power by drawing from forces that scholars do not often 
recognize as having agential capacity, and they accounted for their lives in ways that 
elude even the most democratic scholarly standards of credibility. In working to conduct 
politics otherwise, these non-secular and non-rationalist strategies often violate academic 
as well as Enlightenment epistemic and ontological hierarchies, and have remained 
illegible within most LGBT and social movement historiographies.  
At the dawn of the 1970s, however, as the support and resources of the 
revolutionary movements dwindled, state repression of activist factions intensified, and 
the nation began its transition to a new, global neoliberal order, these unorthodox tactics 
helped expand capacities for political thought and action during a time of intense political 
debilitation. As Lisa Duggan has noted, “a great sea change” in dominant political 
rationalities began to take hold during the very same years that saw the birth of gay 
liberation. And subsequently, “the possibilities for progressive social change encountered 
daunting historical setbacks beginning in 1972,” the year of Richard Nixon’s landslide re-
  9 
election to the presidency.12 Duggan’s remarks speak to a larger historiographical 
consensus that views the 1970s as a decade of decline for radical politics. This 
dissertation suggests, however, that within queer cultures, the foreclosure of conventional 
avenues for effecting progressive change compelled oppositional responses that 
increasingly looked outside normative parameters of what could be counted as political 
participation. Arguably, part of what enabled these unorthodox tactics to thrive during an 
era of retrenchment was that they did not always look like “serious” politics, or even like 
politics at all. While previous strategies for mass mobilization were rapidly becoming 
untenable, and while rights-based reformism restaged statist exclusions, non-secular and 
non-rationalist strategies offered possibilities that were uniquely fungible, innovative, and 
accessible: acting upon the world through use of a hex or telekinesis, for instance, did not 
require access to material resources, a broad organized base, or palatable reform 
platform.  
As such, I read unreason and enchantment not as merely eccentric, idiosyncratic, 
or anecdotal, but as systemic queer responses to the early onset of neoliberal austerity. 
Although many of the mystical and disorderly practices I detail have been associated with 
a demobilized middle-class counterculture, I emphasize that non-rational and non-secular 
techniques became especially important for communities that were excluded from 
mainstream reform structures. By attending to deauthorized strategies for political 
thinking and action, this project centers those who are often peripheral to historiographies 
of gender and sexuality, including disabled and poor queer communities, queer 
                                                
12 Lisa Duggan, The Twilight of Equality? Neoliberalism, Cultural Politics, and the Attack on 
Democracy (Boston: Beacon Press, 2004), ix. 
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communities of color, lesbian feminists, and transgender people. In looking to madness 
and magic as techniques prioritized by those most vulnerable to the foreclosures of post-
Civil Rights retrenchment, this dissertation calls attention to the subaltern political 
methodologies that proceed from subaltern political movements. 
To argue for the centrality of unreason and enchantment in 1970s queer politics, 
this dissertation brings together the history of sexuality, social movement histories, 
postsecular studies, and the so-called “ontological turn” of the humanities. To reread 
nontraditional political formations not as inerudite or groundless, but as challenges to 
dominant epistemes, I draw from Foucauldian-influenced critiques that have 
deconstructed “reason” as a historical development of the European enlightenment.13 I 
also draw from a related body of “postsecular” critique, which has challenged modernist 
narratives, especially associated with Max Weber and Émile Durkheim, that Western 
society has witnessed a progressive, teleological supersession of religion by universal, 
“secular” ideals of reason and democracy.14 These works significantly include 
postcolonial studies scholarship, which has developed some of the most rigorous critiques 
of secularism as an inheritance of the European Enlightenment and its colonialist 
mandates.15  
                                                
13 See especially Michel Foucault, History of Madness (New York: Routledge, 2006). 
14 See Max Weber, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (New York: Routledge, 
2001); Cf Charles Taylor, A Secular Age (Cambridge: Belknap Press, 2007; Janet Jakobsen and 
Ann Pellegrini (eds.) Secularisms (Durham: Duke University Press, 2008); Rosi Braidotti, “In 
Spite of the Times: the Postsecular Turn in Feminism,” Theory, Culture & Society 25 no. 6 
(2008), 1-24; Michael Warner, Jonathan VanAntwerpen, and Craig Calhoun (eds.), Varieties of 
Secularism in a Secular Age (Cambrdige: Harvard University Press, 2010). 
15 See especially, Talal Asad, Formations of the Secular: Christianity, Islam, Moderntiy 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2003 and Genealogies of Religion: Discipline and Reasons 
of Power in Christianity and Islam (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1993); Saba 
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My contribution to LGBT and social movement historiography is to bring recent 
developments in speculative realism, object-oriented ontology, and the new materialisms 
to bear on studying the politics of madness and magic. In this, I also bring the theoretical 
literatures of the ontological turn into closer conversation with questions of religion and 
the postsecular, which, in the U.S. context, has not yet been in substantive conversation 
with the new ontologies. In the spirit of speculative realism, and in contrast to traditional 
poststructuralist readings, I consider supernatural phenomena not simply as passive 
beliefs that exist only in human discourse, but as animate, human-independent forces that 
activists engaged for their capacity to produce real, material effects in the world. 
Underscoring these ontological rather than strictly discursive considerations opens up 
readings of the supernatural, magical, and paranormal not simply as “subjugated 
knowledges” (as phenomena notable only for their circulation within human systems of 
meaning), but as techniques of material action and change.16 Ontological approaches in 
fact yield very different assessments of historical sites that have been largely dismissed or 
elided in queer and feminist historiographies. Under a traditionally poststructuralist 
reading, for instance, a group of feminist witches conducting an incantation in the woods 
does not present an especially compelling portrait of political engagement—to the 
contrary, this scene would seem to evoke the political disengagements of cultural 
feminism. However, under ontological frameworks like actor-network theory, a 
                                                                                                                                            
Mahmood, The Politics of Piety: The Islamic Revival and the Feminist Subject (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2005); Lila Abu-Lughod, Do Muslim Women Really Need Saving? 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2013); Joseph Massad, Islam in Liberalism (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2015), Dipesh Chakrabarty, Provincializing Europe: Postcolonial 
Thought and Historical Difference (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2000). 
16 Cf, Michel Foucault, “Society Must Be Defended: Lectures at the Collège de France, 1975-
1976,” trans. David Macey (New York: Picador, 2003), 7-8. 
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whispered, nocturnal incantation 8as practice that worked to act upon material reality 
through the incorporation of nonhuman actants such as spirits, gods, forces of nature, or 
magical objects. Instead of reducing magic to cultural practice, ontological approaches 
inquire after the literal efficacy of magic as something that was used to release political 
prisoners, thwart police violence, or restrain transphobic assailants. By decentering 
discourse, ideology, subjectivity, and the human, and instead building an inquiry around 
questions of being, action, movement, and change, this dissertation uses ontological 
literatures to construct a different account of queer social life in an era of political 
retrenchment. 
Thus, beyond making strictly historical contributions, this project also attempts to 
advance current debates in gender and sexuality studies between older, largely human-
centered theories of language, epistemology, and subjectivity, and more recent works that 
have called for a displacement of these frames. Although work in the ontological turn has 
been met with some wariness as to its political merit—indeed, detractors have criticzed 
new ontologies as a flight from political concerns—The Falling Dream attempts to show 
that ontological perspectives are invaluable to the study of oppositional political 
movements, particularly in a post-neoliberal world. Although ontological literatures have 
not yet been brought substantively into conversation with studies of social movements, a 
primary concern of work in affect, assemblage, and actor-network theory is the centering 
of movement, action, and change –these works especially seek to make visible varieties 
of movement, action and change that are eclipsed by dominant hermeneutics. Arguably, 
these concerns are also paramount for social movement scholars, particularly for queer 
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and feminist scholars, who have worked to challenge and expand normative boundaries 
of the political. If queer and feminist critique has sought to establish how the putatively 
“private” realm of the domestic sphere and intimate relations in fact deeply shape 
political realities, the ontological turn stands to build on this mandate by clarifying how 
political orders are inexorably constituted by domains of reality that exceed language, 
human subjectivity, even, arguably, the social. In bringing the ontological turn to bear on 
LGBT movement history, I thus attempt not at all to proscribe political critique but 
counter the political elisions of a poststructuralist historiography that has privileged the 
human, and human representation.  
A second main theoretical intervention of this project stems specifically from the 
ontological implications of queer engagements with the supernatural. While uses of the 
supernatural for political ends were not unique to LGBT politics, queer communities do 
present a distinct case in that they recurrently asserted unique connections between the 
magical and the queer. I emphasize that the connections these activists mined were not 
strictly discursive or historical but ontological: activists believed that there was 
something in nonnormative sexuality and gender per se that had a privileged relation to 
the supernatural, sacred, or divine. These activists experimented with an ontology of 
“queer” rooted in domains understood to precede and exceed human social orders. 
Importantly, for many activists in the post-Stonewall years, this belief that queerness 
conferred special supernatural faculties in turn became the basis for new kinds of political 
acting: queer and feminist communities used their unique supernatural powers to interact 
with and alter the world around them. Of course, this idea that queerness is perennially 
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linked to the magical or divine is hardly restricted to the post-Stonewall moment, which 
is one reason why this project pursues these associations: we may think of popular 
historiographies that elevate the gender and sexual nonconformity of premodern religious 
authorities, or of the fetishization of “non-Western” cultures that sacralize gender 
variance, offered as proof of queer magical powers in the Western present. Fantasies 
about magical queerness have arguably persisted in contemporary LGBT cultures’ 
enthusiasm for the “witchy,” and in the prominence that speculative fiction genres have 
played in queer and feminist cultures. One particularly unscholarly genealogy of this 
project is the countless anecdotes I’ve heard from queer and trans friends who narrated to 
me, as a prelude to their self-discovery of a queer identity, their childhood convictions 
that they were possessed of special magical or religious abilities. 
Within contemporary scholarship, such accounts of magical or sacred queerness 
are, of course, typically dismissed as reductively essentialist at best, and at worst, as 
primitivist and colonialist. And indeed, these ontologies refuse precepts of social 
constructivism. In contrast, magical ontologies assert that the very thing that 
distinguishes queer, that gives queerness a special capacity for changing the world, also is 
also what makes it irreducible to the social: its roots in the primodial, the inhuman, and 
the otherworldly. Although these ontological mappings of queer magic have undoubtedly 
abetted white appropriations of non-Western culture, following recent queer work on 
“wildness,” I suggest that magical queer ontologies may hold a generative, imaginative, 
and political force that is not “exhausted by [their] imperial function.”17 Moreover, this 
project resists summarily dismissing magical queer ontologies is because, as I will show, 
                                                
17 Jack Halberstam, “Wildness, Loss, Death,” Social Text 121 32.4 (Winter 2014), 140. 
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these ontologies were instrumental to the political imaginaries of many multiply-
marginalized queer communities during the 1970s. In The Falling Dream, I engage 
magical and occult queer ontologies as such—not simply as discourses that circulated in 
a particular context and time, but as deauthorized ontologies that diverge from prevailing 
academic ontologies, which, in contrast, assert that gender and sexuality have no 
ontological content that is exterior to the social. 
This project is less interested in finally asserting, positively, that queerness does 
bear a privileged relation to magic than in positing and exploring a problematic: magical 
queerness has been a prevalent and politically important ontology within a host of 
communities that queer scholarship cannot afford to summarily dismiss, and yet this 
ontology is systematically disallowed within the knowledge regimes of gender and 
sexuality studies. The ontological turn, however, provides an opportunity to revisit this 
dilemma because these literatures problematize (perhaps for the first time since gender 
and sexuality studies’ inception) the precepts of social constructivism that have 
previously disallowed theories of magical queerness. In the spirit of speculative 
philosophy, this dissertation considers what new possibilities for thought emerge once we 
begin to take seriously – rather than deconstructing, demystifying, or simply ignoring– 
claims that the queer may indeed be ontologically marked by the magical. I ask, in other 
words, if we were to do anything other than dismiss these claims, systematically bracket 
them, or constrain them to subjective belief, how might our theories and histories be 
different? Developing this kind of speculative ontological openness does not simply 
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provide new readings of elided historical materials, it directs us towards new conceptions 
of queer entirely—towards a theory of “queer” that is at once posthuman and postsecular.  
 Methodologically and theoretically, The Falling Dream is an effort to bear out 
Roland Barthes’ widely-quoted prescription for interdisciplinarity: Barthes writes that in 
interdisciplinary work, “it’s not enough to choose a ‘subject’ (a theme) and gather around 
it two or three sciences. Interdisciplinarity consists in creating a new object that belongs 
to no one.”18 Because the objects and arguments of this dissertation do not cohere except 
through the coordination of number of different literatures, a more exhaustive explication 
of the major historical and theoretical contexts from which this analysis builds is 
warranted. Over the course of four chapters, this project’s inquiry toggles between 
historical and ontological registers. Accordingly, in what follows, I first detail more 
thoroughly the major historiographical conversations that frame this project. Then, I offer 
a more thorough exposition of the theoretical architecture of the dissertation: I detail the 
ontological turn as it has unfolded in gender and sexuality studies to date, and elaborate 
on how I attempt to bring ontological and postsecular perspectives into further 
conversation. I hope to show that the pairing of these literatures – posthuman and 
postsecular -- can open up readings of queer politics, indeed of queerness itself, that put 
pressure on paradigms often prioritized by U.S. historiographies of sexuality.  
 
Narrativizing the Seventies 
                                                
18 Qtd in Avery Gordon, Ghostly Matters: Haunting and the Sociological Imagination 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2008), 7. 
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 Traditionally, histories of the social movement era have narrated the 1970s as a 
decade of decline for political radicalism. As Wini Breines has observed, initial accounts 
by New Left historians like Todd Gitlin and James Miller posited “a turning point in 
1968 and 1969 when the leadership of the movements embraced sectarianism and 
violence and SDS as an organization disintegrated. They interpreted this turning point 
with disappointment, even disillusionment, as the time the movements went wrong.”19 
These older works helped inaugurate a bifurcation in the historiography that is today well 
known within and beyond academe: a split between, on the one hand, the “good sixties” 
of the earlier movements –associated with Civil Rights activism and initial student and 
antiwar efforts; and, on the other hand, the “bad seventies” – a period of heightened 
militancy, increasingly totalizing and incoherent political demands, and growing 
cynicism towards the ethic of nonviolence. This period has also been portrayed as a move 
towards narrow identity politics, and, in white communities, a move away from collective 
mobilization and towards depoliticized countercultural lifestyles. Collectively, these 
shifts supposedly helped usher in the earlier movements’ demise.  
Breines, however, is one of a number of critics who have pointed to how these 
declension narratives tacitly prioritize the heterosexual, white male Left, which arguably 
peaked in the late 1960s. The privileging of white radicalism, in turn, has eclipsed later 
efforts around women’s and gay liberation, black nationalism, countercultural activism, 
and insurgent factions—all of which rose to prominence in the 1970s and refused the 
authority of white-led organizations like SDS. Thus, a body of more recent scholarship 
                                                
19 Wini Breines, “Sixties Stories’ Silences: White Feminism, Black Feminism, Black Power,” 
NWSA Journal 8 no. 3 (1996), 102. 
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focusing more intently on the politics of race, sexuality, and gender has called not only 
for a different periodization of the social movements—one that places greater emphasis 
on the 1970s—but also for different standards of assessing what counts as “politics.” 
These works have especially critiqued the older historiography’s denigration of identity-
based organizing (a vestige of vulgar Marxism that Gender and Ethnic Studies now 
largely rejects), as well as its rendering of “culture” as inimical to serious political 
organizing. 
And yet, even in many queer and feminist accounts that seek to counter the elision 
of the 1970s, this decade remains inexorably marked by decline: these literatures, too, 
offer us a portrait of economic crisis, intensified state violence and repression, infighting 
and organizational splintering, erosion of solidarity across difference, and the beginning 
of a conservative backlash which would eventually install a new global regime of 
neoliberalism. Foundational texts on the history of women’s and gay liberation, which 
has been especially vocal in challenging the traditional New Left historiography, can be 
counted among this second tier of declension narratives. Histories of 1970s LGBT 
politics often recognize a few initial years of revolutionary, coalition-oriented grassroots 
activism, quickly superseded by terminal infighting. In his early work on gay liberation, 
John D’Emilio has noted, 
By the middle of the 1970s the bulk of gay male activism –and some lesbian 
activism as well—had returned to the reform-oriented perspective of the pre-
Stonewall homophile movement. Rather than a struggle for liberation, the 
movement had become, once again, a quest for ‘rights.’ Rather than trying to 
reconstruct American society and its institutions from top to bottom, the 
movement sought gay inclusion into the system as it stood, with only the 
adjustments necessary to ensure equal treatment. Once again, the gay movement 
was riding the track of liberal reform: it had identified a particular problem, 
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proposed a limited solution, formed organizations to work for change, and 
employed a range of tactics to win redress of grievances.20 
 
A resonant narrative can be found in feminist historiographies, perhaps most famously in 
Alice Echols’ field-defining Daring to Be Bad, which charts the second wave’s 
deterioration into “cultural feminism” as the 1970s progressed. Echols positions the 
grassroots militancy of the earlier women’s movement against the narrowly essentialist, 
identitarian, and religiously-oriented women’s communities of the later 1970s, in which 
feminism shifted its focus to “one of personal rather than social transformation” and 
sought to evade rather than engage patriarchy.21 (Echols is one of a number of critics who 
have occupied the peculiar position of applauding feminism’s politicization of the 
personal while indicting feminist communities for being too focused on the personal to 
remain politicized.) In these accounts, if gay male communities retained their political 
engagement by surrendering their radicalism, lesbian communities maintained their 
socially oppositional stance, but apparently at the cost of remaining politically engaged. 
Importantly, these narratives stress that in the move to gay rights reformism and cultural 
feminism, by the end of the decade, queer and feminist politics had lost the racial, class, 
and gender heterogeneity of the earlier movements. 
                                                
20 Similarly, Terrence Kissack writes that after the 1971, “gay politics became increasingly 
characterized by groups resembling the [rights-based] Gay Activists Alliance.” More recently, 
Elizabeth Armstrong echoes that gay liberation was essentially “over” by 1971. John D’Emilio, 
Making Trouble: Essays on Gay History, Politics, and the University (New York: Routledge, 
1992), 247; Terrence Kissack, “Freaking Fag Revolutionaries: New York’s Gay Liberation Front, 
1969-1971,” Radical History Review 62 (Spring 1995), 129; Elizabeth Armstrong, Forging Gay 
Identities: Organizing Sexuality in San Francisco, 1950-1994 (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 2002), 81. 
21 Alice Echols, Daring to Be Bad: Radical Feminism in America, 1967-1975 (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 1989), 5. 
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  This dissertation builds on the work of more recent scholars who have argued that 
activist historiographies demand still more rigorous critiques of identity and difference, 
as well as of the conditions of possibility of political legibility. As Roderick Ferguson has 
noted, the construction of the 1970s and 80s as a period of totalizing retrenchment, 
“occludes the elaboration and diversification of anti-racist critique and practice, an 
oppositional diversification created by women of color and queer of color activists, 
artists, and scholars.”22 Although the inventive, intersectional, and revolutionary vision of 
the early 1970s gay movement may have retreated from the institutional sphere of LGBT 
politics by the later 1970s, I suggest that a great deal progressive and intersectional queer 
critique endured, but ceased to accede to the model of the political reform organization. I 
thus concur with scholars who assert that shape as well as content of political organizing 
greatly transformed during this time: as Dan Berger writes, “the 1970s Left fought 
against the limits of traditional American politics.”23 I consider more closely Berger’s 
observation that in seeking to reinvent and redefine political action, particularly under 
increasingly hostile conditions, queer communities turned to practices that often remain 
opaque to scholars today. Rather than abate, the pressures post-Civil Rights political 
retrenchment, combined with the lingering momentum of other social forces, impelled 
queer politics to take on many surprising new forms. 
 To better understand how and why queer political cultures developed non-secular 
and non-rationalist strategies during this time, I foreground queer activism’s ties to three 
                                                
22 Roderick Ferguson, “The Repressive Hypothesis of the Ethnic Studies,” (paper presented at the 
Annual Meeting of the American Studies Association, San Antonio, TX, November 19, 2010). 
23 Dan Berger, “Introduction: Exploding Limits in the 1970s,” in The Hidden 1970s: Histories of 
Radicalism, ed. Dan Berger (Rutgers: Rutgers University Press, 2010), 9. 
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intertwined historical developments: the counterculture, the antipsychiatry movement, 
and the ascendance of supernatural religion in the U.S., all of which began in the 1950s 
and 1960s but persisted into, and in some cases, reached new heights, during the 1970s. 
By supernatural religion, I mean traditions that emphasized the interventions of 
paranormal, magical, and/or divine forces into human social affairs. As I will argue, the 
postwar period was a time in which the supernatural became a new and important 
element of quotidian American social life. This included not only the rise of the new 
religious movements, particularly paganism, which stressed agential properties of magic, 
but also the introduction of traditions like Santería and Voudou with the end of the 
national origins quota system in 1965, the emergence a vibrant science fiction culture 
after World War II (and subsequently the first UFO religions, like Scientology), and, 
importantly, the ascendance of charismatic Christianity, which swept the country during 
the 1960s and 1970s and prioritized the agency of the Holy Spirit in the created world.24 
During these years, the religious and supernatural became widely regarded as sources of 
both knowledge and action in ways that largely frustrate secularization narratives that 
have declared the progressive disenchantment of social life and triumph of reason under 
modernity. Bestselling books like Erich von Däniken’s Chariots of the Gods (1968) and 
Hal Lindsey’s Late Great Planet Earth (1970), which attested that the foundations of 
human civilization were laid by aliens, and that humanity would face the rapture within 
the coming generation, especially speak to the public’s willingness to believe in past, 
                                                
24 See T.M. Lurhmann, When God Talks Back: Understanding the American Evangelical 
Relationship with God (New York: Knopf, 2012); Harvey Cox, Fire From Heaven: The Rise of 
Penteostal Spirituality and the Reshaping of Religion in the 21st Century (Cambridge: Da Capo 
Press, 1995. 
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present, and future intrusions of the otherworldly into human orders and bodies.25 
Although histories of religion often prioritize the human dimensions of religiosity—
focusing on, for instance, human belief structures, worship practices, and community 
forms engendered through religious affiliation—I instead emphasize the nonhuman, 
supernatural referents that these traditions invoked. In the context of the social 
movements, I argue that the proliferation of supernatural agencies during this time 
became especially important, because for disenfranchised communities, the supernatural 
offered avenues for acting upon the world when more conventional agencies were 
increasingly being withdrawn.  
My interest in the centrality of the religious, paranormal, and magical in LGBT 
politics specifically builds on work by historians like Mark Jordan and Heather White, 
who have critiqued queer and feminist historiographies for “exclud[ing]” and 
“denigrat[ing]” the role of religion in early queer activism.26 However, I am less 
interested in how religion provided a platform for familiar forms of community building 
and organizing, and more in how religion engendered possibilities for being and acting 
that are not reducible to secular schema of the social. I focus less on capacities for action 
produced through, for instance, a church-led protest at a capitol building (a secular form 
of protest, even if coordinated by a religious institution) and more on the capacity to 
effect change that was made available by a successfully executed spell or demonic 
                                                
25 As many have noted, Lindsey’s book was in fact the best-selling book of the decade. Erich von 
Däniken, Chariots of the Gods: Unsolved Mysteries of the Past (Berkeley: Berkeley Books, 
1999); Hal Lindsey, The Late Great Planet Earth (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1970). 
26 Mark Jordan, Recruiting Young Love: How Christians Talk about Homosexuality (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2011), xiv. See also Heather White, “Proclaiming Liberation: the 
Historical Roots of LGBT Religious Organizing,” Nova Religio 11 no. 4 (May 2008), 102-119. 
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summoning. In other words, I look to how activists used religion as a kind of resource 
pool of nonhuman agencies. Because of my focus on the supernatural, although I discuss 
charismatic Christianity, this dissertation departs from much LGBT religious history in 
its prioritization of new religions. In addition to allowing me to highlight practices of 
action over belief or faith (privileged within Christian, especially Protestant traditions), 
my focus on alternative religions also allows me to sidestep debates over gay “inclusion” 
in mainstream organized religions, an issue that has at times preoccupied queer religious 
scholarship.27 
 The counterculture provides another major historical backdrop for this project, 
albeit sometimes an implicit one. The counterculture’s impact on gay liberation is often 
acknowledged by historians, but the fact that intersections between the counterculture and 
queer politics have not been commented on more substantively suggests the extent to 
which the counterculture continues to signal, in the scholarly imagination, a withdrawal 
from political engagement.28 Indeed, influential historical treatments of the 
counterculture tend to align the movement not with oppositional politics but, rather, 
genealogies of neoliberal capitalism. This perspective is advanced especially forcefully in 
Thomas Frank’s The Conquest of Cool, which maps the counterculture within 
                                                
27 The interest in queer access to Judeo-Christianity is elicited in much queer theology, which 
often works to counter the heteronormativity of dominant interpretations of the Christian Bible. 
E.g., Marcella Althaus-Reid, Indecent Theology (New York: Routledge, 2001); Patrick Cheng, 
Radical Love: An Introduction to Queer Theology (New York: Seabury Books, 2011).   
28 One notable exception is Robert McRuer’s “Gay Gatherings: Reimagining the Counterculture,” 
in Imagine Nation: The American Counterculture of the 1960s and 70s, eds. P. Braunstein and 
Michael William Doyle (New York: Routledge, 2001). 
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contemporary logics of commercialization.29 More recently, Sam Binkley’s Getting 
Loose: Lifestyle Consumption in the 1970s echoes Frank’s appraisal, positioning the 
counterculture specifically within the emergence of neoliberal technologies of the self. 
Binkley’s work elicits familiar narratives of the counterculture as facilitating a shift from 
“mass mobilization to more innocuous lifestyle issues,” reiterating readings of culture as 
a solipsistic retreat into the self that forecloses the possibility of political engagement.30 
As Binkley writes, the counterculture was 
Part of a reorganization of identity for the conditions of nascent late modernity… 
a reflexive project of self-identity undertaken with the support and guidance of a 
host of mediators and specialists… [the counterculture] contributed significantly 
to a pattern of cultural change that has produced identity as a highly autonomous, 
individual accomplishment, mediated by consumer markets and the lifestyle 
offerings they naturalize and the inevitable frameworks for the choice of the self. 
Identity today is understood as a project undertaken by an enterprising self who 
cultivates personal autonomy as a career and personal asset in a world mediated 
by markets and exchange relations.31 
 
But accounts like Binkley’s, derived from analysis of a predominantly white, 
male, middle-class, and heterosexual print culture, may not fully account for the 
counterculture’s impact on politicized and marginalized populations. While queer 
countercultures certainly enjoyed points of conviviality with emergent neoliberal 
regimes, these communities often looked very little like the laboratories of neoliberal 
self-fashioning that authors like Frank and Binkley describe. Many countercultural queer 
communities flatly rejected mandates to health, productivity, capital accumulation, and 
self-governance. They often lived greatly truncated lives, eschewed norms of kinship and 
                                                
29 Thomas Frank, The Conquest of Cool: Business Culture, Counterculture, and the Rise of Hip 
Consumerism (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998). 
30 Sam Binkley, Getting Loose: Lifestyle Consumption in the 1970s (Durham: Duke University 
Press, 2007). 
31 Ibid 12. 
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reproduction, and sought to negotiate commitments to social change and community with 
recurrent experiences of social withdrawal and alienation. Many, in fact, challenged not 
only liberal and neoliberal ideals of subject and community formation, but also 
progressive injunctions to collectivity and political productivity. Shifting the lens of study 
to more socially marginal communities helps bring into view the counterculture’s role not 
just in securing the conditions of neoliberal modernity but in also in creating a set of 
fissures in modern secular subject formation. Beyond offering a more complicated 
appraisal of the counterculture’s political merits, this reading also helps avoid naaratives 
that risk producing the proper “activist” subject as dangerously proximate to (neo)liberal 
ideals of agency, enterprise, and resilience. While I certainly do not suggest that the 
counterculture must be read as intrinsically, or even consistently, “radical,” I do call for 
closer examination of the counterculture’s complex material legacies, and I discourage 
queer and feminist scholarship from unproblematically inheriting critical assessments 
developed in other social contexts. 
Binkley is, nonetheless, correct in emphasizing that countercultural practices 
centered working on the self—whether through drug use, mysticism, cosmic sex, 
communal living, or any number of other strategies. For Binkley, these techniques secure 
his alignment of the counterculture with the self-fashioning imperatives of modernity. 
Importantly, this interpretive move may be attributed not just to the demographic focus of 
Binkley’s study, but also to his Foucauldian theoretical framework: a framework 
typically understood as placing its strongest emphasis on power’s incorporative 
dimensions, a frame in which even disavowals become avowals (particularly concerning 
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the technologies of the self that are cohered under modernity as “sexuality”)—and thus a 
frame in which even techniques of self-dissolution become, at least for Binkley, most 
compelling as techniques that worked to consolidate the subject. For other critics, the 
counterculture’s interest in dispersing the self is read as an evacuation of the 
preconditions for political engagement altogether. As Camille Paglia writes of 
countercultural mysticism, “one problem was that the more the mind was opened to what 
was commonly called ‘cosmic consciousness’ (a hippie rubric of the sixties), the less 
meaningful politics or social structure became, melting into the Void.”32 For Paglia, the 
problem with the counterculture was that it eschewed systems and structures—psychic 
and social alike—without which politics cannot be conducted. Paglia’s apprehensiveness 
around the political consequences of self-dissolution exemplifies Jasbir Puar’s 
observation that scholarship tends to advance the “assumption… that representation, and 
its recognized subjects is the dominant, primary, or most efficacious platform of political 
intervention,” whereas “nonrepresentational, non-subject oriented politics,”—a political 
vision Puar associates with Deleuze over Foucault--“is deemed impossible.”33 Both 
liberal and Foucauldian philosophies associate minority politics with identity: the former, 
a reified identity, the latter, a deconstructed, problematized identity. The counterculture, 
however, was often distinguished by its efforts to efface identity altogether. In this 
dissertation, I provide different assessments of practices typically annexed to 
inefficacious “lifestyle,” and neoliberal solipsism not only because I focus on different 
                                                
32 Camille Paglia, “Cults and Cosmic Consciousness: Religious Vision in the American 1960s,” 
Arion 10 no. 3 (Winter 2003), 58. 
33 Jasbir K. Puar, “I Would Rather Be a Cyborg than a Goddess: Becoming-Intersectional in 
Assemblage Theory,” Philosophia 2 no. 1 (2012), 50. 
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populations (socially marginalized ones), but also because I center posthuman 
hermeneutics that are, on the whole, more hospitable towards trajectories of self-
disorganization and dissolution. As Puar and others have pointed out, in contrast to 
liberalism and poststructuralism, Deleuzian theories posit the deterritorialization of the 
self, the erosion of “molar” identities, and the breakdown of representation not as a loss 
of the conditions of possibility for politics, but rather, as integral to minor politics.34 
Reading with this emphasis on processes of self-disorganization and the 
breakdown of signifying orders is especially important for the third main historical 
development that this project emphasizes: the antipsychiatry movement and the politics 
of madness during the postwar period. A handful of historians, most notably Jonathan 
Metzl and Michael Staub, have begun to comment on the centrality of discourses on 
psychosis to the social movements. Metzl’s impressive account, The Protest Psychosis, 
tracks not only the racialization of schizophrenia as a disease afflicting militant black 
men, he also considers how black radicals appropriated the language of insanity as an 
“ethical response to racism in which violence was the only sane treatment for an 
otherwise insane problem…paranoia, psychosis, and schizophrenia became a means of 
pathologizing white society while justifying aggressive self-defense.”35 Staub builds on 
Metzl’s account, examining the circulation of madness more broadly within Left politics, 
especially its use as a rhetorical tool for countering the hegemonic, rationalizing 
epistemes of a racist, sexist, and capitalist society. For radical activists, Staub argues, 
                                                
34 Ibid. Cf Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, A Thousand Pleateaus trans Brian Massumi 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press), 232-309. 
35 Metzl, The Protest Psychosis, 121. 
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mental illness became “good to think with.”36 But despite Staub’s interest in the larger 
progressive milieu that took up antipsychiatric critiques, he largely passes over LGBT 
politics—a curious omission, given that the 1973 campaign to declassify homosexuality 
as a mental illness became one of the most severe blows to psychiatry’s institutional 
legitimacy during that period. But more significantly, while Staub and Metzl both detail 
how ideas about mental illness became objects of critique during the social movement 
era, neither goes so far as to speculate as to how activists may have actually taken up—or 
operationalized—madness as an approach to political thought or action. I task myself 
with that kind of reading: I emphasize how queer activists sought to interrupt and 
dislocate political discourses rather than modify or correct them; I underscore approaches 
to politics that eschewed cognition, noetic processes, and ideals of criticality; and I look 
to efforts that sought not to offer cogent platforms or empirically defensible positions, but 
instead worked to enact politics through affective intensity, threshold states, religious 
insight, and extremes of experience that arguably exceed the rational mind and its 
representational capacities. As revolutionary change was becoming increasingly 
rationally unthinkable during the 1970s, I suggest that anti-rationalist approaches to 
radicalism became increasingly central to progressive queer politics. Movements like 
antipsychiatry and insane liberation offered crucial resources to queer activism’s 
epistemologically and psychically destabilizing imperatives. 
By reading queer activism against these historical backdrops—supernatural 
religion, the counterculture, and antipsychiatry—The Falling Dream traces a more 
expansive genealogy of gay liberation’s radical impulse. This dissertation, in fact, 
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periodizes “gay liberation” extremely broadly, perhaps cavalierly so. I not only draw 
from sources typically viewed as too recent to be properly considered part of gay 
liberation—for instance, writings by women of color feminists in the late 1970s and 
early1980s—I also invoke pre-Stonewall writings, like Valerie Solanas’s 1968 SCUM 
Manifesto, and John Rechy’s 1962 novel, City of Night. My aim is to highlight a more 
diffuse and variegated oppositional political culture, one that drew its force from the 
radical ferment of the social movements, and that persisted at least until the onset of 
AIDS and entrenchment of the Regan regime. This more capacious framing resists the 
identity-based and institutional focus of traditional chronologies, which view gay 
liberation as bookended on one end by the Stonewall riots, and on the other, by the 
decline of formal organizations that ratified a “liberationist” politics. Any who object to 
my provisional characterization of this period (from the early 1960s to early 1980s) as 
“gay liberation,” are welcome to refer to it as something else.  
Importantly, as I have suggested, the historical trajectories this project centers 
should not be taken simply as a “lost archive” of gay politics; rather, in refusing the 
regimes of secular modernity, these activist efforts also become illegible to prevalent 
hermeneutics of queer and activist historiographies. Precisely because these communities 
pose problems to conventions of scholarly analysis, they are especially valuable as 
objects of study: they stand not just to offer a revisionist history, they also have a great 
deal to contribute to ongoing theoretical debates in queer and feminist studies, 
particularly around questions concerning ontology, the human, and the linguistic. In the 
next section, I provide further detail as to how this project brings literatures often 
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described as the “ontological turn” into conversation with LGBT activist history, and 
how I build on scholars who have begun to bring ontological approaches to bear on the 
study of religion. Beyond simply applying these theories to generate new accounts of 
LGBT history, centering social movements for gender and sexual justice can, conversely, 
provide new assessments of the political stakes of the ontological turn. Ontological 
literatures provide important counterpoints to the elisions of anthropocentric scholarship, 
and in this context, they demonstrate how anthro-decentrizing critique is crucial for 
reckoning with the radical legacies of queer politics, which arguably refuse domestication 
to human, secular, and social orders. 
 
Following the Witch’s Flight: Toward a Posthuman History of Sexuality 
 The figure that has most indelibly shaped academic approaches to the history of 
sexuality, particularly in the United States, is arguably Michel Foucault, whose History of 
Sexuality Vol 1, became, as .Molly McGarry writes, “a map for a new field of study .”37 
The most extended paeans to Foucauldian methods can likely be found in works of David 
Halperin; however, one would be hard-pressed to locate a single major text that does not, 
in some capacity, acknowledge Foucault’s centrality in shaping the study of sexuality in 
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Century America (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2012), 155. Marx and Freud likely 
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especially, Roderick Ferguson, Aberrations in Black: Toward a Queer of Color Critique 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2003); Kevin Floyd, “Rethinking Reification: 
Marcuse, Psychoanalysis, and Gay Liberation,” Social Text 19 no. 1 (Spring 2001), 103-128; 
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history.38 Foucault’s influence is palpable not just in the frequency with which his name 
is invoked, but also in many of the conceptual hallmarks of LGBT historical scholarship. 
Following Foucault, the history of sexuality has centered the history of the subject, 
particularly the exposition of how sexual subjectivities have emerged and circulated 
across time and culture—even accounts that contest particularities of Foucault’s historical 
narrative about modern homosexuality’s emergence generally offer correctives that 
affirm his basic model. The history of sexuality has also shared, with the rest of queer 
studies, a pronounced enthusiasm for “the archive,” traditionally understood as discursive 
and textual—in part an inheritance of Foucauldian genealogy and archaeology, and of 
Foucauldian movements like the new historicism. The history of sexuality has also relied 
heavily on Foucauldian techniques like discourse analysis as a strategy for engaging the 
past; hence, these works have often prioritized relationships between power, knowledge, 
and meaning as offering privileged insights into sexuality’s history. And since initial 
debates over “essentialism” versus “social constructivism” when the field was first 
gaining academic foothold in the 1980s (we may safely agree that the “essentialist” 
perspective did not emerge the victor), historians of sexuality have largely ratified the 
Foucauldian perspective that contemporary sexuality is a relatively recent historical 
invention, and that sexuality should be viewed as contingent upon its social and historical 
context.39 
                                                
38 See, e.g., David Halperin, How to Do the History of Homosexuality (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2004). 
39 This consensus on sexuality’s social specificity is countermanded by a handful of queer 
medievalists (mostly psychoanalytic in orientation). See the review of works in Valerie Traub, 
“The New Unhistoricism in Queer Studies,” PMLA 128 no. 1 (2013), 21-39. 
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 In recent years, however, queer and feminist theory has seen growing calls to 
displace these paradigms: to decenter the subject; to stop reducing material things (like 
archives) to textuality; to deprivilege the analysis of ideas, knowledge, and meaning; and 
even to suspend the judgment that phenomena are products of their social locations. 
Recent theories—variously described as “posthuman” or “ontological”—have introduced 
objects and assemblages instead of subjects; action and movement instead of 
representation or language; and noncognitive forces like affect and vital materialities 
instead of ideology or discourse. Rather than tracing intellectual lineages through 
Foucault, Marx, or Freud—all associated with major epistemological innovations in 
Western theory—these works instead look to philosophers of ontology and metaphysics: 
two words which, until fairly recently, could hardly have been uttered in the context of 
Gender and Sexuality Studies except as pejoratives.40 Collectively, the ontological turn of 
queer and feminist theory has begun to elaborate a very different portrait of human—and 
nonhuman—reality than had been in place under poststructuralist, historical materialist, 
and psychoanalytic paradigms. 
 Because the dispersion of these new perspectives through gender and sexuality 
studies has been uneven, however, and because dissertation draws from subfields of these 
literatures that have not always been in conversation with each other, a brief exposition of 
this larger body of thought is warranted. Although the new ontologies comprise a vastly 
heterogeneous body of literature, these works can all be understood to fall under the 
broad philosophical project of speculative realism, a movement distinguished by its 
                                                
40 Thinkers especially associated with the turn to ontology and metaphysics include Gilles 
Deleuze and Félix Guattari, Bruno Latour, A.N. Whitehead, and Baruch Spinoza, to name a few. 
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interest in breaking from the paradigm that Quentin Meillassoux has retroactively termed 
“correlationism.” Meillassoux defines corrleationism as, simply, “the idea according to 
which we only ever have access to the correlation between thinking and being, and never 
to either term considered apart from the other.41 As speculative realists claim, for the last 
few hundred years, Western philosophy has surrendered as indefensible the possibility of 
making claims about the subject apart from reality (hence, the death of the disembodied 
Cartesian subject); and likewise, philosophy has abandoned the viability of making 
claims about reality in itself, apart from the subject that apprehends that reality. Thus, the 
horizon of philosophical thought after Kant has been, in one shape or another, the 
problem of the human’s relationship to the surrounding world, or the “human-world 
correlate.”42 This problem of the human’s access to the world is a problem of 
epistemology, and it prescribes a horizon of critique in which the human is implicated as 
philosophy’s universal referent.43 This broad anthropocentric and epistemological 
paradigm is shared by all the reigning philosophical traditions of the past few centuries, 
however disparate they may otherwise appear: Marxism, psychoanalysis, Derridean 
constructivism, and Foucauldian postructuralism are all correlationist, anti-realist 
philosophies. This basic focus on the human’s ability to know the world has generated, in 
contemporary critique, not just the primacy of the human and human culture, but by 
                                                
41 Quentin Meillassoux, After Finitude: An Essay on the Necessity of Contingency, trans. Ray 
Brassier (New York: Continuum, 2008), 5. 
42 Levi Bryant, Nick Srnicek, and Graham Harman, “Towards a Speculative Philosophy,” in The 
Speculative Turn: Continental Materialism and Realism, eds. Bryant, Srnicek, and Harman 
(Melbourne: re.press, 2011), 4. 
43 For an overview of OOO’s critique of continental anti-realisms, see Bryant, Srnicek and 
Harman, “Towards a Speculative Philosophy;” and the introduction to Levi R. Bryant, The 
Democracy of Objects (Ann Arbor: Open Humanities Press, 2011). 
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extension, the elevation of language, subjectivity, signification, and representation, since 
these all speak to human ways apprehending the world.  
Speculative realists assert, however, that we have seen diminishing returns on the 
correlationist paradigm, and have called for a return to investigations of reality apart from 
the human mind.44 This basic interest in human-independent reality has, again, generated 
an extremely variegated body of thought, much which actually predates speculative 
realism’s retroactive naming of itself as the basic project that unites these variegated 
inquiries. These works include affect, assemblage, and actor-network theory, object-
oriented ontology, and the new materialisms. All of these literatures can be considered 
realist as well as posthuman, not just in the sense that they prioritize nonhuman objects of 
study, but in the methodological sense that they displace anthropocentric analytics such 
as representation, discourse, epistemology, and social construction, since these generate 
theories of the human constitution of reality.45  
Importantly, speculative realism does not so much claim to resolve the 
epistemological tangles raised by the last few hundred years of philosophy as it does 
simply to suggest that scholars would be well served by looking to new questions.46 As 
                                                
44 See especially Levi Bryant, “The Ontic Principle: Outline of an Object-Oriented Ontology” in 
Bryant, Srnicek, and Harman The Speculative Turn, 261-278. 
45 This posthuman and realist mandate is borne out in vital materialism’s emphasis on the non-
representational referent of matter; Brian Massumi’s Deleuzian reading of affect as “prepersonal 
intensity;” Manuel DeLanda’s call to assemblage theory as an objectivist theory that asserts “the 
autonomy of social entities from the conceptions we have of them;” and in object-oriented 
ontology’s basic precept that entities are irreducible to their social relations. See Jane Bennett, 
Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology of Things (Durham: Duke University Press, 2010); Brian 
Massumi, forward to Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, n.p.; Manuel 
DeLanda, A New Philosophy of Society: Assemblage Theory and Social Complexity (New York: 
Bloomsbury, 2006), 1; Graham Harman, The Quadruple Object (New York: Zero Books, 2011). 
46 Again, this perspective is evinced especially strongly in Bryant’s “Ontic Principle.” 
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Levi Bryant puts it in The Democracy of Objects, it is doubtful that ardent correlationists 
will be persuaded that object-oriented ontology meets their epistemological standards of 
rigor. Nonetheless, Bryant avers,  
 
New innovations in philosophy do not so much refute their opponents as simply 
cease being preoccupied by certain questions and problems… Object-oriented 
ontologies have grown weary of a debate that has gone on for over two 
centuries, believe that the possible variations of these positions have exhausted 
themselves, and want to move on to talking about other things.47 
 
Following Bryant, this dissertation avoids wading into disputes over the intrinsic rigor of 
the ontological turn, a debate that has already been percolating for some time in gender 
and sexuality studies.48 Rather, taking up the turn to speculation over critique, I am more 
interested in what this body of work can be used to do, in what novel modes of thinking it 
makes possible. Although the new ontologies have incurred contention as to their 
political implications—in no small part because they question beloved doctrines that 
stipulate the social construction of everything—I hold that ontological perspectives can in 
fact “do” quite a lot for queer political histories by countering the elisions of 
correlationist historiographies. In what follows, I sketch a few main reasons why 
progressive historiographies cannot afford to ignore the innovations of the ontological 
turn. 
 Social movement history, and in particular, queer and feminist histories, 
constitute an important location for the development of ontological perspectives in part 
because “movement,” “action,” and “change” are central concerns not only for social 
                                                
47 Bryant, Democracy of Objects, 29. 
48 Cf Jasbir Puar, “I Would Rather Be a Cyborg than a Goddess;” and Jordana Rosenberg, “The 
Molecularization of Sexuality: On Some Primitivisms of the Present,” Theory & Event 17 no. 2 
(2014). 
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justice scholars, but also for affect, assemblage, and actor-network theories. The ability to 
move, and thereby to affect change, is not just a defining capacity of political organizing, 
but also, as Brian Massumi writes, of the body.49 Massumi and others have worked 
specifically to make legible varieties of change that are elided by the subordination of 
movement and action to signification and meaning. For Massumi, discursive theories of 
the subject “subtract movement” from accounts of social existence, trapping the body in 
the “cultural freeze frame” of positionality.50 Massumi’s critique finds a counterpart in 
Bruno Latour’s philosophy, which indicts linguistic paradigms for their circumscribed 
view of causality and action. Correlationist accounts of the social, Latour argues, 
prioritize humans actors, and by extension, symbolic theories of causality: when human 
action is involved, the action’s nonrepresentational dimensions are elided. When 
nonhumans are involved, they are domesticated as the “hapless bearers of symbolic 
projection,” rather than recognized as agents in their own right.51 For these critics, 
language and representation foreclose attunement to “more complex repertoires of 
action,” thus reifying the social as a “stabilized state of affairs.”52  
Queer and feminist scholars have long worked to challenge conventional notions 
of what can be counted as political work, particularly concerning the relegation of women 
and sexuality to the supposedly “apolitical” sphere of the private. Progressive feminist 
and queer activism in particular has historically taken forms that are not always 
                                                
49 Massumi, Parables for the Virtual: Movement, Affect, Sensation (Durham: Duke University 
Press, 2002), 1. 
50 Massumi, 3. 
51 Latour Reassembling the Social: An Introduction to Actor-Network Theory (New York: Oxford, 
2005), 10. 
52 Latour, 55, 1. 
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recognized as political acting. The insights of assemblage, affect, and actor-network 
theory are thus well poised to extend queer and feminist challenges to normative 
conceptions of politics, especially in displacing the liberal speaking subject within 
politics. Resisting discursive monism is not simply an arid intellectual exercise: as Latour 
and others emphasize, nonhuman, nonlinguistic, and nonsocial forces assert themselves 
on social orders all the time, and activist scholars ignore the effects of these forces at 
their own peril. As Bryant writes, the myopic fixation on representation and epistemology 
“is disastrous for social and political analysis” because under this framework, 
All sorts of factors become invisible that are pertinent to why collectives 
involving humans take the form they do. Signifiers, meanings, signs, discourses, 
norms, and narratives are made to do all the heavy lifting to explain why social 
organization takes the form it does… An activist political theory that places all 
its apples in the basket of [this] content is doomed to frustration insofar as it will 
continuously wonder why its critiques of agency fail to produce their desired or 
intended social change.53 
 
Within the context of the social movement era, a moment when dominant avenues 
for action were being withdrawn from disenfranchised populations, speculative 
realism’s call to attend to marginalized genres of action is especially key for 
understanding how marginalized genres of humans sought to affect the world 
within an increasingly constrained political horizon. 
In calling centering movement and action over meaning, speculative thinkers 
illuminate an additional problem of ideology and discourse-based critique: in prioritizing 
symbolic theories of causality, ideology critique treats a social formation’s capacities for 
interaction as effects of its internal properties. These critiques, in other words, draw a 
linear relationship between a formation’s commitment to an ideology and what external 
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effects that formation can produce in the world. This kind of reading, which involves a 
certain reification of ideology, can be perceived in familiar arguments in gender, 
sexuality, and American studies. We may think, for instance, of the argument that 
“essentialism” (an ideology) reifies gender and eclipses intra-group difference, thus it 
provides a hegemonic politics of race and gender. From this critique of ideology, it is 
extrapolated that “essentialism” is inimical to the interests of transgender people, queer 
people of color, and women of color. Similarly, American Studies scholars have argued 
that “nationalisms,” as ideologies, demand heteronormativitiv and therefore nationalist 
formations repress women and queer people. In these arguments, the repressive 
dimensions of a concept are projected outwards onto an a priori adjudication that 
formations operating under that concept systematically bear out those repressions in their 
external relations with the material world. Deleuzian perspectives, however, reject this 
conflation between internal properties and external capacities for interaction.54 As 
Manuel DeLanda explains, assemblage theory underscores that an entity’s internal 
properties do not predetermine its “capacities to interact with other entities. While [an 
entity’s] properties are given and may be denumerable as a closed list, its capacities are 
not given.”55 Jasbir Puar echoes, “concepts do not prescribe relations.”56 If ideology 
critique focuses on an entity’s “relations of interiority,” assemblage theory returns us to 
                                                
54 Roderick Ferguson’s recent work on Deleuze and anticolonial movements bears out precisely 
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“associative rather than simply repressive” with regard to queer of color projects. Roderick 
Ferguson, “The Serialization of Sexuality: Lorraine Hansberry, the 1950s, and Anti-Colonialism,” 
(lecture presented at Center for Race & Gender, University of California - Berkeley, February 11, 
2015). 
55 DeLanda, New Philosophy of Society, 10. 
56 Puar, “I Would Rather Be a Cyborg than a Goddess,” 57. 
  39 
Deleuze’s emphasis on the irreducibility of “relations of exteriority”—relations which 
determine, importantly, potentialities for action.  
Drawing from this insight, this dissertation develops different readings of 
concepts that have been, at times, written off as politically bankrupt and unviable as 
grounds for progressive politics. I look to activist uses of primordial femininity as a 
source of magical power, often derided as reductively essentialist. Against the sensibility 
that “essentialism” is intrinsically racially hegemonic, I suggest that “essentialist” 
understandings of mystical sexuality became important to early queer and women of 
color critique. Under poststructuralist frames, this argument may seem counterintuitive 
and even illogical; but under assemblage theory, mystical femininity presents as an 
eminently useful way of building registers of agency for those excluded from liberal 
humanist recommendations. Inasmuch as correlationist approaches like ideology critique 
disallow essentialisms for their failures to meet constructivist epistemological 
stipulations, these hermeneutics have arguably constrained scholarship’s ability to engage 
with important elements of queer and feminist of color activist genealogies. 
Centering the generative, productive function of ideas and language—in other 
words, centering relations of exteriority, over representational registers—is equally 
important for attending to the politics of madness and disability. As Puar writes, 
disability studies has already begun to recognize the necessity of challenging the 
linguistic, “because the inability to ‘communicate’ functions as the single determinant of 
mental or cognitive impairment (thereby regulating the human/animal distinction), thus 
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destabilizing the centrality of the human capacity for thought and cognition.”57 If, 
following Deleuze, Guattari, and Lacan, madness indexes the breakdown of the 
signifying chain, then political movements enacted from the position of madness cannot 
be adjudicated through representational critique. But even “schizophrenic” 
enunciations—in fact, especially schizophrenic ones, as Deleuze and Guattari take such 
care to show—have a great deal to teach us as sites as desiring-production: they are not 
articulations to be “crushed, subjected to the requirements of representation and the 
dreary games of what is representative and represented,” but instances of thought and 
language in their most disorganizing, and thus creative incarnations, experiments that 
work to forge new avenues for being within the world.58 I apply this framework to queer 
organizing that took up a politics madness, efforts that otherwise present as simply 
incoherent or bereft of sustained analysis.  
The new ontologies are especially important for the way this project engages 
activist uses of the paranormal, supernatural, and divine. In the U.S. context, ontological 
literatures have generally not been in conversation with studies of religion, and within 
queer and feminist studies, new ontologies have at times trended towards a kind of 
secular materialism.59 But as Dana Luciano has recently commented, there remains a 
persistent “quasi-mystical buzz” to the speculative turn, palpable in the recurrent appeals 
to “magic, divinity, wonder, and the miraculous within new materialist and object-
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oriented thought.”60 Within speculative philosophy, thinkers like Graham Harman and 
Eugene Thacker have mined the theological traditions of occaisonalism and 
apophaticism; Jane Bennett looks to soul vitalism to theorize materiality; and Joshua 
Ramey has recently argued that Deleuze’s philosophy be understood within the traditions 
of hermetic spirituality.61 Indeed, Deleuze and Guattari’s own meditations on thought 
itself would seem to confirm them as eminently appropriate philosophers for engaging a 
queer political history steeped in the esoteric, oneiric, and Dionysian. As they write in 
What Is Philosophy?  
Thinking… implies a sort of groping experimentation and its layout resorts to 
measures that are not very respectable, rational, or reasonable. These measures 
belong to the order of dreams, of pathological processes, esoteric experiences, 
drunkenness, and excess. We head for the horizon, on the plane of immanence, 
and we return with bloodshot eyes, yet they are the eyes of the mind. Even 
Descartes had his dream. To think is always to follow the witch's flight.62 
 
Invoking the witch—we might note, a perennially queer figure as well as a magical 
one— as philosophy’s avatar, Deleuze and Guattari proffer thought as that which carries 
us beyond the normative, fathomable frontier of the human. Thinking, for them, both 
demands and produces a release from the sober, rational, and disenchanted work of 
rational critique.63 
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 But if religion has often remained tacit or marginal in U.S. ontological 
commentaries, the turn to ontology has been much more strongly felt in anthropology and 
archaeology outside the U.S., as well as in Native Studies, especially visible in the 
growing body of work known as the “new animism.” Interest in the ontological 
significance of religion finds an important precursor in postcolonial critiques of how 
supernatural agencies challenge the limits of secular scholarship. Dipesh Chakrabarty’s 
work is perhaps best known for this critique, but he is echoed by postcolonial scholars 
like Stuart McLean, Diego Escolar, and others. Central to these critiques has been the 
idea that secular constructivist hermeneutics “anthropologize” the supernatural, 
systematically bracketing its ontological referent in order to constitute it strictly in terms 
of its human (social, discursive, and phenomenological) existence.64 As Jean Langford 
points out, this reading pattern domesticates the supernatural to modernist and secular 
worldviews: “Within the compartment of religion made available by a modern civil 
order… relationships with spirits of the living or the dead are reconfigured as symbolic 
interactions in order to be rendered intelligible to a liberal respect for freedom of 
worship.”65 Importantly, this reading practice has the additional effect of evacuating the 
supernatural of its human-independent agential capacity. In this, this reading reiterates a 
correlationist elision that critics like Latour and DeLanda have indicted elsewhere. As 
Chakrabarty argues, this reading reifies “the human as ontologically singular” by treating 
“gods and spirits [as,] in the end, ‘social facts,’” as though “the social somehow exists 
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prior to them.” 66 Chakrabarty’s response to this reading is to declare his intention to 
“think without the assumption of even a logical priority of the social.”67 This position is 
strikingly resonant with precepts of actor-network theory and object-oriented ontology. 
However, Chakrabarty provides a different articulation of the political stakes of 
reassessing the primacy of “the social:” here, it is not so much to counter to an 
indiscriminate “anthropocentrism,” but rather, as a necessary move against the politics of 
secularism and imperialism. In fact, Chakrabarty’s critique demonstrates how the politics 
of anthropocentrism and social constructivism are always a politics of race, secularism, 
and empire. 
In recent years, postcolonial and new animist scholars are increasingly refusing to 
read accounts of the supernatural strictly in terms of its social, political, and historical 
context. In his fieldwork on luminous entities in Argentina, Diego Escolar challenges an 
“ontological monism” that refuses to comment on the nature of extraordinary phenomena 
themselves, instead tacitly portraying reality as exhausted by human discourses and 
phenomenologies.68 Writing on disenchantment after the Irish potato famine, Stuart 
McLean observes that “what appears to be inadmissible, even to the most democratically 
minded historian, is… the suggestion that supernatural beings might have any direct 
influence as historical agents in human affairs.”69 And Rane Willerslev, reflecting on 
animism amongst Siberian hunters, has noted that insisting on the hermeneutic priority of 
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culture actually enshrines and universalizes a specifically Western worldview: in treating 
spirits only in terms of the human social or cultural processes, “the anthropologist offers 
a culture-transcending interpretation of all cultures.” Thus, “rather than undermining the 
primacy of Western epistemology,” constructivist interpretations of the supernatural 
instead affirm the secular Enlightenment primacy of the human.70  
This dissertation bears out these postcolonial critiques by concertedly privileging 
literal readings of the supernatural and religious, refusing to interpret the supernatural as 
metaphor or allegory for social or cultural forces. In this, I not only follow the new 
animists’ model, but also larger interpretive trends in the ontological turn. A centering of 
the literal has been important to the ontological turn broadly, mainly as a move to counter 
previous emphasis on the symbolic, metaphorical, and figural.71 Building on these 
philosophies, recent movements in literary criticism, like Stephen Best and Sharon 
Marcus’s notion of “surface reading” emphasize literal over symptomatic textual 
approaches.72 Best and Marcus’s call for surface reading has been echoed by Eve 
Sedgwick’s proposal for “reparative” over “paranoid” reading practices, and Heather 
Love has recently elaborated on this hermeneutic trend in a more explicitly Latourian 
vein:  
While it abjures the metaphorical depths of texts—hidden meanings, symbolic 
content, and repressed historical or psychic content—surface reading remains 
attentive (or even hyperattentive) to the text itself. Surface reading… focuses on 
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aspects of texts often seen as too obvious to be of interest. In this sense, it is 
descriptive: it defers virtuosic interpretation in order to attempt to formulate an 
accurate account of what the text is like. It also attends to what, in the text, is 
descriptive—it highlights its capacity to index and make visible forms of material 
and social reality.73 
 
While U.S.-based scholars have critiqued the linguistic turn for its generalized 
displacement of literality, as postcolonial and new animist critics show, this displacement 
is especially pronounced in correlationism’s treatment of the supernatural, which it 
systematically recuperates to human culture through the imposition of allegory, 
metaphor, and symbolism. I apply surface reading to accounts of magic, spirits, and gods 
in a deliberate move to counter correlationist domestications, allowing, as Best and 
Marcus write, “ghosts [to] be ghosts, instead of saying what they are ghosts of.”74 
Interpreting supernatural phenomena literally is a deceptively simple move that 
nonetheless has profound implications for history and theory alike. As Jean Langford 
writes, attention to the literality of ghosts, for instance, would require nothing short of a 
rewriting of basic elements of psychoanalysis and biopolitics. “Imagine,” she proposes, 
“a death drive that is not a desire to return to the inanimate, but a desire to reanimate and 
reunite with the dead. This movement towards death would not be opposed to an impulse 
toward connection and change but would be another version of it.”75 Critiques like 
Langford’s are especially important not just because they highlight how literal, 
ontological readings demand alterations to existing histories and theories, but because 
they also throw into relief the implicit ontological investments of older theories. 
Notwithstanding their pretensions otherwise, correlationist theories like poststructuralism 
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and psychoanalysis have always relied on ontological adjudications. However, these 
investments have been largely tacit and therefore uncritical. But as Langford points out, 
the death drive achieves coherence as a theory only within a context that ontologically 
presupposes that death is a state of inanimacy. As I argue, within queer and feminist 
scholarship, cultural feminism’s turn to religion looks like a divestment from political 
engagement only within a ontological schema that does not recognize magical rites as 
capable of producing their intended effects. 
This dissertation thus contends that there are major theoretical and political gains 
to be made from bringing postsecular and postcolonial studies into further conversation 
with U.S. ontological scholarship. If scholarship once anthropocentrically defined 
religion as “belief in spirits,” religious studies after the posthuman turn proposes a “new 
animism,” understood as “a relational ontology” in which, as Graham Harvery writes, 
“the world is full of persons, only some of whom are human.”76 Tim Ingold elaborates on 
this truly animistic vision of animism, averring, We	  are	  dealing	  here	  not	  with	  a	  way	  of	  believing	  about	  the	  world	  but	  with	  a	  condition	  of	  being	  in	  it....	  Animacy,	  then,	  is	  not	  a	  property	  of	  persons	  imaginatively	  projected	  onto	  the	  things	  with	  which	  they	  perceive	  themselves	  to	  be	  surrounded.	  Rather…	  it	  is	  the	  dynamic,	  transformative	  potential	  of	  the	  entire	  field	  of	  relations	  within	  which	  beings	  of	  all	  kinds,	  more	  or	  less	  person-­‐like	  or	  thing-­‐like,	  continually	  and	  reciprocally	  bring	  one	  another	  into	  existence.77 
 
Although the new animism has focused on locations often considered exterior to Western 
modernity, this work has brought animism into focus as site of both difficulty and 
possibility for critics working across cultural contexts. Indeed, as Bruno Latour went so 
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far to declare in 2010, “there is no way to devise a successor to [the modernist concept 
of] nature if we do not tackle the tricky question of animism anew.” Targeting the 
dismissal of animism as implausible or irrational in Western contexts, Latour complains 
that modernist regimes “immediately [give] a sort of New Age flavor to any such efforts, 
as if the default position were the idea of the inanimate and the bizarre innovation were 
the animate. Add agency? You must be either mad or definitely marginal.”78 
While I do not at all claim that lesbian pagans in Oregon, charismatic gay 
Christians in San Francisco, or Santera transsexuals in Miami Beach should be 
considered equivalent to the indigenous communities prioritized by the new animism, 
these insights speak powerfully to the ways that supernatural agencies were being 
encountered and engaged by many U.S. activists during the social movement era. In fact, 
bearing out the new animism’s emphasis on (nonhuman) agency over (human) belief, 
many of these activists expressly rejected religion conceived as a structure of belief or 
faith—a conception, as scholars like Talal Asad have more recently elaborated, that is 
largely specific to the Enlightenment legacy of Protestantism. 79 Recent reappraisals of 
supernatural agencies in postcolonial studies offer important resources to scholars 
seeking to think critically about the politics of secularism and anthropocentrism in the 
modern West—particularly given that postsecular studies in the Western context have 
sought to challenge the partitioning of the Western secular subject from the primitive, 
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enchanted worlds of the global south. Thus, this project attempts to heed Peter Coviello 
and Jared Hickman’s call for a new body of postsecular work that is “quite literally 
postsecular in the sense that it dares to suggest that we might do our thinking about 
modernity—including our thinking about what in fact instigates modernity—under a sign 
other than ‘the secular.’”80 Building on ontological and postsecular perspectives, The 
Falling Dream posits enchantment as a integral condition of queer politics under 
neoliberal modernity, rather than as modern sexuality’s atavistic other, relegated to a 
distant, untouchable past. In so doing, I contend not that these enchanted sexualities 
somehow existed “outside” the modern. Rather, to adapt Bruno Latour’s turn of phrase, I 
consider the provocation that sexuality has, in fact, “never been modern.”81 
 By drawing into conversation these postsecular and posthuman literatures, this 
dissertation works not just to illuminate the hermeneutic and political constraints of 
correlationist queer histories, it hopes to show how our accounts of queer politics—
indeed, our accounts of queerness itself—can look quite different when we stray from the 
roadmap proffered by History of Sexuality Vol 1. The Falling Dream emphasizes, and 
attempts to create new reading possibilities for the recurrent claim that queerness, rather 
than epitomizing the specification of the human under modernity, was privileged in its 
ability to mediate with the nonhuman and nonmodern. For activists, tapping the magical 
faculties of queerness could generate intimacies with nonhuman life forms, with the 
distant past, and with celestial and geological forces. During this time, deviant sexuality 
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and gender were deployed as formations that eroded and broke down the self, that threw 
into indeterminacy distinctions between self and other, human and nonhuman. In using 
queer magic to project the will beyond the corporeal body, to circulate affect across a 
multiplicity of bodies and objects, to assume other entities into the self, and to glean 
insights from the past and future, these communities deployed “queer” in ways that 
accede very little to the idea that modern sexuality is an apparatus that confers stability 
and organization onto the subject. 82  
These communities also put pressure on the alignment of modern sexuality with 
secularization, in which religion is progressively supplanted by science as the privileged 
way of knowing about sex, the confessional is “desacralized” (to borrow Elizabeth 
Freeman’s words), and the ars erotica is banished to the past and to cultural alterity.83 
Queer experiments with mysticism and the occult complicate not only the privileging of 
scientific knowledge in sexual modernity, they arguably challenge the rendering of 
sexuality as a project of knowledge altogether. Queer occultisms, I argue, engaged 
sexuality not as something to be known or confessed, but as a site of religious unknowing 
and mystery. If scientia sexualis inaugurated the will to know and speak sexuality, queer 
mysticism and occultisms—terms both derived Greek and Latin words for “to conceal”—
offer a very different set of possibilities sexual being. Consequently, this project 
questions renderings of modern sexuality as something with a privileged relation to 
language, indeed, as a formation that is historically inaugurated through language. In this 
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move, I join postsecular queer critics like Freeman and McGarry who have looked to 
histories of sexuality and religion as nonperformative alternatives to scientia sexualis.84 
As a whole, queer affinities for unreason and enchantment during this period offer an 
important resource for considering possibilities of counter-ontologies of sexual 
modernity. 
 
Chapter Organization 
 This dissertation is organized into four chapters. The project opens with an initial 
emphasis on madness, but moves progressively towards closer engagement with the 
circulation of the magical, paranormal, and divine in queer cultures. Although unreason 
and the religious are not always analyzed in tandem, I emphasize the ontological and 
discursive inextricability of these two formations, particularly within the context of 
sexual politics during this period. Chapter 1 introduces the politics of madness in the gay 
liberation organizing by centering the influence of the antipsychiatry and insane 
liberation movements in the post-Stonewall years. Although historical accounts have 
prioritized liberal reform efforts to disarticulate homosexuality from mental disability 
during this period—focusing especially on the 1973 campaign to declassify 
homosexuality as a mental illness—I argue that normalizing bids for psychiatric sanction 
were challenged by more totalizing queer critiques of health and sanity. I reread the DSM 
declassification campaign not as emblematic of gay liberation, suggesting instead that its 
goals aligned more clearly the reform itineraries of the homophile movement. These 
reform efforts actually broke from other Leftist indictments of psychiatry as an 
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intrinsically repressive and hierarchizing regime. Reformers during this time offered up 
scientific discourse both as a way of redeeming psychiatry from charges of outmoded 
moralizing, and as way of exonerating homosexuality from its associations with less 
respectable forms of deviance, like gender nonconformity, criminality, insanity, and 
pathologized affect. At the same time however, many radical lesbians and gay men 
refused these appeals to rationalist, professional, and statist knowledges. Instead, they 
extolled the social and ontological affinities between queerness and psychosis, engaging 
madness as a resource for theorizing what it meant to be queer. Drawing from activist 
ephemera along with works by critics like Valeria Solanas, Guy Hocquenghem, and 
Robin Morgan, I argue that these “antirationalist” deployments of homosexuality not only 
claimed allegiance with other varieties of marginality, they also challenged liberal 
conceptions of homosexuality as a category of minority identity. These activist efforts 
present homosexuality not so much as a structure of social organization, or as a form of 
subjectivity, but as an intensely socially disorganizing and desubjectivizing force, indeed, 
as a kind of social and psychic solvent. 
 Chapter 2 continues these reflections on madness and queerness while explicitly 
introducing questions of ontology and the supernatural. I turn here to the 
historiographical problems posed by 1970s transgender activism, problems which 
historians have often sought to resolve through critical investigations of “the queer 
archive.” The archive has been an especially prominent object-cathexis in queer 
negotiations with the past, and it is often invoked as an original site of evidentiary 
repression that establishes or forecloses the possibility of queer histories. So theorized, 
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the archive constitutes the key problematic obstructing the constitution of 1970s 
transgender history—a history that has gained heightened attention in recent activist and 
academic cultures, but has also been recurrently cited as excluded from dominant 
accounts. I emphasize, however, that the historiography of trans activism seems marked 
not so much by absence, but by peculiar and unincorporated presences: by activist claims 
that are anxiously qualified as “delusional,” “paranoid,” or “eccentric,” and by references 
to an array of agencies that tend not to be supported by secular histories, for instance, 
extraterrestrials and spirits. I argue that these intractable presences pose problems that 
cannot be resolved by correlationist—which is to say, epistemological—theories of the 
archive, inasmuch as they present ontological challenges to historical scholarship. On the 
one hand, these presences are a powerful and haunting force within the trans archive. To 
simply surrender these presences as inconsequential to trans history—as much work has 
done—would be to refuse, as Avery Gordon has written, to bear witness to the ephemeral 
and spectral workings of oppressive power. However, to read accounts of delusions or 
paranormal entities as symptoms of political forces requires, as postcolonial critics have 
shown, the overwriting of subaltern cosmologies and reinstatement of anthropocentric 
and secular worldviews. As a way out of this double bind, I suggest that the transgender 
archive calls queer historians to return to realist engagements with the past: to an 
approach that neither ignores the ghosts of the archive, nor treats them as extrusions of 
the human mind, but instead reads these ghostly matters, to borrow from Jean Langford 
and Bruno Latour’s writings, as an “alter-ontology” that refuses recuperation to the “ether 
of the social.”85 I suggest that postcolonial and new animist theories offer an important 
                                                
85 Langford, Consoling Ghosts, Kindle Location 4538; Latour, Reassembling the Social, 47. 
  53 
resource for queer histories in that they have labored to become sensitized to modalities 
of relational being that refuse assimilation to scholarly epistemological hierarchies. 
 In Chapter 3, the dissertation moves to a broader consideration of the circulation 
of the supernatural in the social movement era. While some historiographies treat 
religious practice as at once individualizing, inward-turning, and inimical to progressive 
politics (inasmuch as religion is viewed as signaling the reinvestment of energies away 
from political organizing), I argue that the 1960s and 1970s witnessed a profusion of 
activist interest in the supernatural as a source of capacitation for radical projects. I 
highlight not only the rise of magico-religious practice with the ascendance of new 
religious traditions in the U.S., but also the importance of charismatic Christianity, 
science fiction culture, and occult and Eastern traditions in American social life during 
this period—all of which viewed nonhuman supernatural agents as habitual interveners 
into human affairs. After tracking the influence of charisma on queer and other 
progressive politics, I look to darkness mysticism in the works of John Rechy and Gloria 
Anzaldúa to suggest that queer uses of the supernatural pursued anti-relational ontologies 
of queerness—they asserted, among other things, that queer’s basis in the supernatural 
made it irreducible to social, historical, and human orders. Following principles of object-
oriented ontology, these texts emphasize the limits of human language, the boundaries of 
human finitude, and the irreducibility of the cosmos to worldly social orders. I argue that 
although these ontologies of magical queerness refuse constructivist frameworks, they 
were an important resource for progressive queer politics during the social movement era 
in that queer’s magical potential to subvert its social conditions. 
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The final chapter follows this line of thought by focusing on the rise of Goddess 
feminism during the 1970s, a historical development that has often been associated with 
the purportedly depoliticizing and racially hegemonic trajectories of “cultural feminism.” 
But far from reifying or supplanting the complexity of the subject, I read feminist 
magical practice as a technique that sought to proliferate possibilities for interaction 
between the self and its environment. In so doing, feminist witchcraft often eroded 
distinctions between self and other, material and immaterial, and human and nonhuman. 
To build these new points of interface, however, these techniques typically prioritized 
actants that are not supported by anthropocentric theories: for instance, nonhuman objects 
like wands, candles, or ceremonial knives, and supernatural forces like divinities, spells, 
psychic powers, and spirits of the dead. Drawing from assemblage and affect theory, I 
read witchcraft not as a site of political disengagement, but as a set of practices that 
sought to effect material change in the world through strategies that looked beyond the 
realm of the human. Because feminist witchcraft posited female sexuality both as a 
primary source of magical power, and as a site of religious mystery, I read Goddess 
feminism not only as a subaltern form of political action but also as a formation that 
challenged modernist injunctions to sexual transparency, visibility, and disclosure. 
Throughout these chapters, I track formations that not only eschewed liberal and 
statist hierarchies, but that also often elude scholarly presuppositions about what can be 
counted as legitimate forms of knowledge, being, and acting in human social life. This 
project attempts to highlight how queer politics have historically exceeded conventions of 
academic writing, and in doing so, they have quite a lot to teach scholars about how we 
  55 
might imagine both queerness and politics differently. As is likely already apparent, this 
dissertation attempts to follow a larger trend, not just within philosophy departments, but 
in queer, feminist, and postcolonial studies, that has increasingly looked to produce 
scholarly thought in the form of exploratory speculation rather than critique. 
Accordingly, this project attempts to create and hold open a discursive space that would 
enable the speculative fabrication of “queerer worlds.”86 In declining to “outsmart” or 
mark authorial distance from “irrational” enunciations, including accounts of magical or 
otherworldly forces, my narrative approach builds on hermeneutic developments in U.S. 
scholarship as well on postsecular scholars of the non-Western world, who have taken the 
waning authority of the linguistic turn as an opportunity to explore previously disallowed 
avenues for academic thinking and writing.87 Entertaining the political and intellectual 
implications of a realist reading of a manifestation of a Goddess, visitation by spirits, or 
successful hex may seem unusual for readers accustomed to secular scholarship that 
reserves agency for humans and worldly (though it is worth noting that this is perhaps not 
so far afield from the magical tenor of asserting the independent agential faculties of 
rocks or atoms—something for which the U.S. posthuman turn has already shown 
enthusiasm).88 Recognizing these agencies in my writing is not simply a capitulation to 
my subjects’ perspectives but rather, a move that enables further elaboration of the 
divergent cosmologies of being and change proffered by these activist praxes. As Graham 
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Harvey, drawing from Robert Warrior, writes of the new animism, developing academic 
credulousness for the lives, intentions, and relationships of non-human persons is “not an 
attempt to ‘give voice to the voiceless’—which would be risible fantasy. Rather, [this 
move] reflects on the implications of various conversations about living as persons which 
fumble towards possibilities as yet insufficiently considered by academics.”89 Here, I do 
not care if supernatural forces are “real” in any rigid, final sense of the term—this sense 
of reality is even less meaningful to speculative philosophy than it was for correlationism. 
Rather, I am interested in how entertaining these agencies as provisionally—or 
speculatively—real, indeed, treating them as anything other than human fabrications, 
might open the way to different theoretical, historical, and interpretive trajectories. As 
Chakrabarty, has averred, “the moment we think of the world as disenchanted, we set 
limits to the ways the past can be narrated.” 90  In suspending disenchantment as a 
precondition for scholarly understanding about sexuality, I attempt to assemble a 
different set of narrative possibilities. 
 Indeed, as a whole, this project considers what can be gained in gender and 
sexuality studies by centering phenomena that are often rendered incredible, 
epiphenomenal, or merely anecdotal within scholarly accounts. I hope to show that there 
are substantial and generative implications to be mined if we take the supernatural and 
irrational as integral rather than incidental to queer history, if we pursue the intractability 
of these phenomena not as simply accidental but, rather, systemic and political. In 
foregrounding unreason and enchantment, The Falling Dream attempts to make central 
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some of the most anomalous materials of queer and feminist pasts—materials that violate 
epistemological and ontological hierarchies, challenge familiar models of being and 
sociality, and often, vex scholarly conventions for apprehending social and political 
experience. In addition to providing new insights into gendered and sexual life in a post-
neoliberal world, attention to such threshold phenomena proffers a vision of queer and 
feminist life in the past and present that is quite a bit more mad, and more magical. 
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Chapter One 
 
“We Are Certain of Our Own Insanity" 
Gay Liberation and the Politics of Madness 
 
“we are taught that we are insane - ‘silly’ – a little ‘off’ – we are allowed to be insane. 
we are certain of our own insanity, convinced of it…[but] there has been, always, an 
embracing of my own insanity – an entire history of ecstatic moments… there is a fear of 
these things, too, ‘overpowering.’ It is a ‘falling’ sensation. an archetype—the falling 
dream. oftentimes when people feel themselves ‘at the edge,’ they become uncertain and 
afraid and back off. (this principle seems clearest to many in one’s sexual life). 
 
the way to fly is, when you (finally) get the edge of the cliff… you jump off.”  
 
Paula Miriam Murray, 23 years old, WomanSpirit1 
 
 
 On December 15, 1973, the board of the American Psychiatric Association voted 
unanimously (with one abstention) to remove the diagnosis “homosexuality” from the 
organization’s Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, a text that has 
since become the definitive mental illness classification handbook for clinicians and 
researchers worldwide. The decision was a dramatic reversal of majority psychiatric 
opinion only a few years previously, when attendees at the APA convention in 1970 were 
appalled by gay protestors’ disruption of a panel on homosexuality. Psychiatry’s great 
“turnaround” in the intervening three years has been widely attributed to concerted 
pressure from gay liberation activists, as well as to a more protracted campaign by 
homophile leaders stretching back nearly a decade. The decision was immediately hailed 
as a defining moment in gay politics: in their press release following the vote, the 
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National Gay Task Force proclaimed the resolution “the greatest gay victory” to date.2 
Even the APA board, departing from its usual claims to political neutrality, commented 
on the vote’s social significance, issuing a position statement in support of gay civil 
rights and urging the repeal of “all discriminatory legislation” pertaining to private, 
consensual adult homosexual activity.3 In the four decades since, these celebratory 
appraisals have been largely upheld: writing in 2001, Dudley Cleninden and Adam 
Nagourney affirmed the decision as “the first great victory of the movement.”4 More 
recently, Jack Drescher and Joseph Merlino’s oral history credited the revision with 
enabling “unprecedented social acceptance of gay men and women in both public and 
private arenas.”5 Such remarks remain exemplary in capturing the sense that 
homosexuality’s emancipation from the registers of mental pathology finally secured the 
conditions of possibility for gay political intelligibility and struggle.  
 But at the time, while many gay activists and community members echoed these 
celebrations, the flurry of gay press coverage following the vote also captured a less 
laudatory temperament: an outpouring of sarcasm and indifference. One gay student 
newsletter in Iowa scoffed, “Utopia at last! …[the APA] has waved its magic wand and 
cleansed us, oh joy, of our dark and horrible sickness.”6 Cynicism was palpable in the 
ensuing reflections on the “instant cure” bequeathed to homosexuals, and Lesbian Tide 
                                                
2 NGTF, “Psychiatric Turnaround: The Greatest Gay Victory,” Press Release, December 8, 1973, 
box 123, folder 9, Frank Kameny Papers, Library of Congress, Washington DC (hereafter cited as 
LOC). 
3 Robert Spitzer, “Position Statement on Homosexuality and Civil Rights,” December 15, 1973, 
box 123, folder 5, Frank Kameny papers, LOC. 
4 Dudley Cleninden and Adam Nagourney, Out For Good, 199 
5 Jack Drescher and Joseph Merlino, American Psychiatry and Homosexuality: An Oral History 
(New York: Routledge, 2007), 5.  
6 “Scrunching the Uglies,” reprinted in Detroit Gay Liberator 36 (April 1974), 5. 
  60 
interviewées evinced a starkly indifferent disposition: “Well, good for them,” one 
remarked, “it's nice they've finally come around, but who cares? Who needs them?” 
Another concurred, “I think it's really nice of them… [but] it's meaningless that they've 
done it, cause like, who cares what category the American Psychiatric Association puts 
us in?" Lesbian Tide also drily reported on a campus gay group that had announced their 
own resolution: “homosexuals no longer regarded psychiatry as an illness.”7 In Michigan, 
a feminist newsletter covered the vote under the headline “Too Little, Too Late,” its 
author reflecting, “My reaction to this piece of news might be compared to that of a 
woman who has treated her broken leg with her own, and her friends’ home remedies, 
and who emerges at last from her front door, limping slightly, only to meet the family 
doctor bustling up the front walk with a jar of aspirin and a few well meant words of 
comfort.”8  
Beyond simply registering exasperation at the DSM revision’s belatedness, such 
remarks elicit considerable skepticism about the redemptive power of psychiatric 
approval. In fact, press coverage was quick to note that activists did not plan to desist in 
protesting the APA simply because of the nosological correction: in Ann Arbor, gay 
activists responded by swiftly organizing “a conference of gay people vs. mental health 
oppression” in support of other protests planned for the 1974 APA convention in Detroit.9 
Even mainstream gay press acknowledged ongoing wariness towards the institution of 
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psychiatry, a wariness persisting not in spite of the revision, but reinvigorated by it. In a 
1977 interview with antipsychiatric critic Thomas Szasz, who had been important in 
fomenting controversy around the diagnosis, The Advocate highlighted Szasz’s 
admonition that gay communities not allow their newly legitimized status to seduce them 
into condoning the larger institution of psychiatry.10  
 This chapter revisits gay organizing with, against, and apart from institutional 
psychiatry during the 1970s. Rather than revive a triumphant narrative of 
homosexuality’s emancipation from stigma, I chart a more complicated genealogy of 
queer critiques of and capitulations to discourses on mental health, sanity, and psychiatric 
authority during this time. As historians have begun to detail, the social movement era of 
the 1960s-70s was a period that saw growing challenges to expert, scientific, and 
rationalist knowledges more broadly.11 These critiques were prominent particularly in the 
liberation movements and counterculture, but they reached the popular arena as well.12 
By the early 1970s, the homosexuality diagnosis had become a touchstone issue that 
helped throw the larger regime of psychiatry into crisis.13 In fact, gay liberation’s 
increasingly vocal challenges to the diagnosis in the early 1970s found an important 
precursor in the antipsychiatry movement of the 1960s: in 1965, Szasz first publicly 
invoked the diagnosis as proof of psychiatry’s pseudo-scientific and moralizing character, 
and he would revisit homosexuality in greater depth in his popular 1970 book, The 
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Manufacture of Madness.14 Other prominent works associated with 1960s 
antipsychiatry—Erving Goffman’s Stigma and Foucault’s History of Madness among 
them—had likewise linked the medicalization of homosexuality to psychiatry’s more 
broadly repressive function.15 But whereas the antipsychiatry movement had leveraged 
homosexuality to challenge the authority of psychiatry writ large, the DSM reform 
campaign predominantly sought psychiatric sanction by affirming and appealing to the 
institution’s scientific integrity. Rather than emphasizing, as others had, that psychiatry 
was politically invested by its nature, these advocates construed the homosexuality 
diagnosis as an outlier error of “bad science,” which could be corrected through improved 
standards of scientific rigor and impartiality. In this respect, DSM reformers of the 1960s 
and 70s, arguably stood apart from other popular and progressive critiques, which instead 
saw growing support for social and political theories of affective, behavioral, and 
cognitive difference. As Michael Staub has written, the 1960s and 70s comprised a 
unique period in which not only leftist militants, but “a significant portion of the 
populace… believed madness to be a plausible and sane reaction to insane social 
conditions, and that psychiatrists served principally as agents of repression.”16 That the 
controversy over the homosexuality diagnosis reached such heights of publicity speaks to 
considerable successes achieved by a host of progressive forces in fomenting widespread 
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uncertainty about psychiatry’s credibility. By the early 1970s, as the militancy and anti-
authoritarianism of the mass movements reached new heights, and leftist indictments of 
political, medical, and juridical regimes became increasingly totalizing, the DSM 
campaign was perhaps unusual in articulating such a circumscribed and measured 
critique. 
Given this larger context, in the account that follows, I suspend the unmitigated 
celebration of homosexuality’s “depathologization” in 1973 and suggest instead that 
retaxonomizing homosexuality as a “social minority” category offered psychiatry an 
opportunity to reassert social and scientific authority by incorporating a previously 
disavowed form of minority difference. That not just homosexuality but also psychiatry 
was at stake in the revision was acknowledged by activists and professionals alike: as 
psychiatrist Judd Marmor noted, “because we psychiatrists have permitted ourselves to 
use [diagnoses] indiscriminately and unwisely as a technique of social control of 
disapproved of behavior, we have made it possible for the Szasz faction to question the 
entire concept of mental illness.”17 Affirming homosexuality thus allowed psychiatry to 
re-establish itself as a liberal, impartial expert discourse, and a proponent of social 
diversity, at a time when it was being increasingly viewed as hopelessly conservative, 
moralizing, and outmoded. 
Thus, in this moment, homosexuality and psychiatry occupied an important focal 
point for a larger set of tensions and aporias about the relationship between scientific, 
                                                
17 Judd Marmor, “Homosexuality and Cultural Value Systems: Should Homosexuality be 
Classified as a Mental Illness?” paper presented at the 1973 APA Convention in Honolulu, HI, 
Barbara Gittings correspondence with Frank Kameny, box 6, folder 14, Gittings and Lahusen 
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rational, and expert knowledges on the one hand, and social difference on the other.  It 
was a moment in which declassification activists helped reconstruct homosexuality in 
popular and medical understanding by newly reconciling it with scientific expertise. As 
Regina Kunzel has shown in her work on psychiatry and homosexuality during the 
postwar period, exonerating homosexuality from mental pathology was achieved through 
concerted efforts—on the part of gay activists and allied psychiatrists alike—to 
disarticulate same-sex orientation from other varieties of social deviance. In particular, 
activists sought to confirm homosexuality as an essentially “healthy” form of being by 
disaggregating it from “unhealthy” conditions like gender nonconformity, 
psychosis, pathologized affects, and other disabilities. Building on Kunzel’s insights, I 
argue that the “norms… and hierarchies” mobilized by DSM reformers hinged 
specifically on new contestations over the status of science and medicine as sources of 
knowledge about sexuality.18 I emphasize how the normalizing program advanced by 
declassification advocates broke from contemporaneous Left and antipsychiatric politics, 
which instead sought to remove madness and disability from science’s purview. Insofar 
as the antipsychiatry movement constituted, as Foucault suggested, an effort to 
demedicalize madness during this period, the DSM revision campaign can be read as part 
of a concomitant push to remedicalize madness through the conditional legitimation of 
certain new forms of social identity.19 Formally affirmed by the power that had once 
helped create homosexuality as an intelligible type, the APA vote thus demands further 
                                                
18 Regina Kunzel, “The Rise of Gay Rights and the Disavowal of Disability,” in The Oxford 
Handbook on Disability History, eds. Catherine Kudlick, Kim Nielsen, Michael A. Rembis (New 
York and London: Oxford University Press, 2015, forthcoming). 
19 Michel Foucault, Psychiatric Power: Lectures at the Collège de France, 1973-1974, ed. 
Jacques LaGrange, trans. Graham Burchell (New York: Palgrave, 2003), 345-346. 
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reflection as a truth-producing moment in which homosexuality was delimited and 
“folded in” to the polity, incorporated into dominant mentalities of subjectivity, citizenry, 
and governance through the production and naturalization of other forms of difference. 
This process of incorporation would have lasting effects, not only on LGBT and 
disability politics, but on the institution of psychiatry: in 1980, the new DSM-III would 
bear out reformers’ demands for “better science” by emphasizing new standards of 
empirical rigor and a more precise, symptom-based nosology. Ironically, calls for a more 
refined diagnostic schema based on research and fact—and not theory or morality—
helped engender the new manual’s dramatic proliferation of diagnoses and its move to a 
more decisively medical paradigm for conceptualizing mental illness. In this respect, in 
inciting psychiatry to science, the declassification campaign arguably helped expand 
rather than curtail the psychiatrization of human behavior. 
And yet, as the less laudatory responses in the press coverage suggest, psychiatric 
recognition was hardly paramount to all queer communities at the time. In the second half 
of this chapter, I highlight that activists working for DSM revision offered only one of a 
number of competing perspectives on homosexuality’s relation to other forms of social 
pathology, especially madness. Even when they engaged psychiatry as a political 
interlocutor, many gay liberationists harbored a quite different set of critiques and 
aspirations than did the central players in declassification reform. Allegiances to 
antiracist, feminist, disability, and anti-capitalist movements especially helped shape a set 
of more totalizing queer repudiations of psychiatric authority during this time. 
Underscoring the influence of radical feminism, insane liberation, antipsychiatry, radical 
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psychoanalysis, and other revolutionary movements, the second part of this chapter 
suggests that far from disavowing madness, gay liberation activism moved to embrace 
and elevated it. Many lesbians and gay men shared leftist appraisals of reason and science 
as hierarchizing epistemes, and they claimed insanity as a privileged political position. 
Importantly, madness circulated not just as an object of analysis, but also as a resource 
for political thought and a strategy for action: actually “going mad” was, in many 
respects, as important to queer politics as articulating solidarity with the mad. Rather than 
building a legitimating discourse that engaged professional and liberal understandings of 
identity, knowledge, and social organization, gay liberationists turned to tactics that were 
intensely antirationalist, disorganizing, and incoherent.  
Centering these influences, I highlight lesbian and gay refusals of psychiatry not 
only as an important site of coalition in early gay organizing, but also as a genealogy of 
antirationalist, antifoundationalist, and anti-identitarian queer critique. In their rejections 
of psychiatric sanction, gay liberationists did not only elicit a different set of allegiances 
and goals than did DSM reformers, they advanced dramatically different conceptions of 
sexual selfhood and knowledge. In linking madness to nonnormative sexuality, I suggest 
that radical gay and lesbian activists challenged liberal models of minority identity by 
positing sexual deviance as a force that destabilized and eroded familiar forms of self and 
sociality. The influence of radical psychoanalysis is especially visible in these alternative 
theorizations of the sexual self: following psychoanalytic understandings of psychosis 
and sexuality as fundamentally desubjectivizing phenomena, these critiques used deviant 
sex and cognition to disintegrate structures of social belonging, and they countered 
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minoritizing efforts to stabilize and contain social difference.  Against the push to 
consolidate homosexuality as a liberal minority identity, radical gay men and lesbians 
advanced an anti-taxonomical and anti-minoritarian politics of sexuality, one that 
understood sexuality not so much as a social structure, but a social solvent. In this, I 
argue that these activist efforts not only challenge narratives of this particular period as a 
time that witnessed the consolidation of homosexuality as a social identity, they gesture 
at alternatives to modernist models in which science is the final arbiter of knowledge 
about sexuality, and in which sexuality is understood to function predominantly as an 
apparatus of subject formation—as something that secures the stability, intelligibility, and 
specificity of the subject.   
 
A Gay Science: DSM Reform and the Psychiatric (Re)Construction of 
Homosexuality 
 
Although the DSM revision campaign culminated during the post-Stonewall years 
and is often credited to gay liberation efforts, there were important disparities between 
the critiques and tactics of declassification activism and those that otherwise typified the 
gay liberation movement. In fact, the central figures in the push for DSM revision – 
including Franklin Kameny of the Washington DC Mattachine Society and Barbara 
Gittings and Kay Tobin Lahusen of the Philadelphia Daughters of Bilitis –identified more 
strongly with the homophile movement’s prioritization of integration and social 
acceptance than with gay liberation’s more militant repudiations of social norms. In the 
final years of the campaign, Kameny and Gittings were joined by Ronald Gold and other 
members of the New York-based Gay Activists Alliance, a group that had split from the 
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Gay Liberation Front to pursue noncoalitional reform goals.20 At the time, Kameny and 
Gittings viewed the call for sexual “liberation” as a momentary trend in gay politics, and 
they hoped the new gay militancy would prove but a minor interruption to a longer 
tradition of homophile organizing.21 Privately, they condemned the younger gays’ 
revolutionary posturing, counterculturalism, and coalitional aspirations, and they worried 
that “gay libbers” would undermine the gains of previous homophile efforts.22 Whereas 
many GLF chapters privileged confrontation and coalition building as strategies, and 
infrequently made interlocutors of mainstream institutions (which, at least initially, 
members denounced as “reformist”), gay activists working for DSM reform had been 
attempting to build dialogue with the APA for almost ten years—they understood 
reasoned, professional exchange with the institution to be their ultimate goal, and they 
believed sympathy for gay issues could be secured by initiating a more informed, 
meritocratic discussion. Despite these points of divergence, however, Kameny and his 
allies recognized that gay liberation’s institutional strength could be an invaluable 
resource to the reform campaign they had been developing since the early 1960s.23 And 
because homophile and gay liberation activists could agree on a broadly critical 
                                                
20 On the political differences between the GLF and GAA, see Terrence Kissack, “Freaking Fag 
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disposition towards psychiatry, organizing around the APA produced alliances between 
factions that had other divergences in both ideology and praxis.24 
By 1974, the most publicized encounters between gays and psychiatrists had 
shifted considerably in tenor, suggesting Kameny’s success in maneuvering coverage 
away from militant repudiations of institutional authority and towards a program for 
institutional reform.25 Initial actions staged by gay liberationists tended to produce 
antagonisms and disruptions—they were more successful in interrupting psychiatric 
conversations than joining or modifying them. Declining any effort at offering a formal 
critique, protestors at the at the 1970 APA conference in San Francisco simply shut down 
the homosexuality panel with “screamed and shouted obscenities,” accusing attendees of 
sadism, barbarism, and torture.26 Even when the convention chair abandoned the program 
and offered to cede the floor, activists refused the invitation to enter a reframed 
conversation and instead reinvigorated their heckling, suggesting that the action 
endeavored not so much to correct psychiatric discourse on homosexuality but arrest it 
altogether.27 Although the organizers apparently considered the protest a success, much 
gay press coverage received it as counterproductive to improving official and popular 
opinion: underscoring the incoherence and affective excesses of the event, a reporter for 
the Detroit Liberator bemoaned the protest as a “tantrum” in which “dialogue stopped, 
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progress stopped,” and gay liberation surrendered itself to “the ranks of self-perpetuating 
fringe groups.”28 The journalist’s last remark is particularly suggestive of 
apprehensiveness about gay politics’ ability to differentiate itself specifically from 
contemporaneous Left and antiracist movements, which were, in those years, becoming at 
once increasingly militant and insurgent, and increasingly coded in popular discourse as 
sites of social pathology and crime.29 And indeed, bearing out the journalist’s concerns, 
psychiatric responses to initial gay demonstrations reflected these refusals of legitimizing 
tactics: conference attendees in San Francisco summarily dismissed the protesters as 
maniacal and schizophrenic.30 In the Washington Post’s report, one anonymous women’s 
liberationist who managed to seize the podium during the confusion was assessed, rather 
less clinically, as a “paranoid fool and a stupid bitch” by a scandalized audience 
member.31  
Kameny and other declassification advocates viewed such disruptive events as 
unsavory and even risky, but ultimately effective in securing the media attention and 
political pressure needed to instigate more “sober and professional” engagements.32 
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Following initial protests in 1970—which also included an action at the American 
Medical Association in Chicago, and a “liberated” lecture on homosexuality at the Los 
Angeles federal building—declassification advocates leveraged the ensuing publicity as 
an opportunity to speak with, rather than intervene against, psychiatric authorities.33 In 
1971, 1972, and 1973, gays would appear at the APA conventions not just as protestors, 
but also as official participants offering alternative expertise on homosexuality. In 
addition to making sanctioned appearances at major professional gatherings, 
declassification advocates amplified an educational campaign they had been building 
since the 1960s, writing prolifically in medical and popular presses in effort to bring the 
public a more balanced and sympathetic understanding of same-sex sexuality. By making 
the American public better informed about the true nature of homosexual identity and 
sex, they believed, popular and medical opinion would finally come to view the diagnosis 
as a simple medical error, in which outdated cultural values had overpowered objective 
scientific thinking. 
Central to activists’ efforts to build a revisionist psychiatric discourse on 
homosexuality was the meticulous clarification of what homosexuality was not. As 
Regina Kunzel’s work has shown, gay activism in the years leading up to the revision 
vote increasingly cleaved to a set of normalizing discourses that sought to “sever the 
                                                                                                                                            
conversation with psychiatry were not uncontested, as Bayer recounts: “such a formal 
discussion… would be an act of collaboration with the enemy. Yet for Gold and Bruce Voeller, 
president-elect of the Alliance, the opportunity to go beyond disruptive tactics in the gay struggle 
for social acceptance presented an opportunity that should not be lost.” Ibid, 116. Kay Tobin 
Lahusen, letter to Foster Gunnison (December 9, 1969), box 4 folder 1, Kameny Papers, LOC. 
GAA 
33 Cleninden and Nagourney, Out for Good, 202. 
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associative connection between mental illness and homosexuality.”34 But importantly, 
these “distancing moves” hinged not just on normative affirmations of health and sanity, 
but empirical arguments about the “representative” characteristics of homosexuality. 
Activists mobilized recurrent appeals to scientificity and methodological rigor because, 
they believed, empirical research and analysis would redeem homosexuals by producing 
more accurate, delineated understandings of homosexuality itself. Through scientific 
research, professionals would finally recognize homosexuality as an ontologically 
discrete social formation that was distinct from the social pathologies with which it had 
been erroneously associated in the past. In place of groundless “stereotypes” that 
emphasized continuities between homosexuality, vice, and deviance, advocates hoped to 
institute a more exact, scientific understanding that would produce these associations not 
just as politically harmful, but objectively incorrect – as taxonomic errors. DSM 
reformers thus embarked on a larger epistemic project that sought to alleviate social 
stigma by reinvigorating sexuality as an object of science.35 Reformers did not so much 
have to argue that psychiatrists alter their values, just that they better adhere to their own 
research standards, which would confirm homosexuality’s alignment with existing social 
and psychiatric norms.36  The ultimate authority of scientific method, and its ability to 
redeem opinions on homosexuality was so deeply held by reformers that Kameny often 
invoked his own scientific credentials—an Astronomy PhD—as manifest proof of his 
expertise on the DSM issue. That his training had focused on the study of celestial bodies 
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rather than human ones was, in his view, immaterial—what mattered was that his ability 
to think like a scientist established the credibility of his position on sexuality.37  
In accordance with these efforts to produce more scientific and taxonomically 
precise sexual knowledges, “homosexuality per se” became an especially widely used 
turn of phrase.38 This designation sought to circumscribe understandings of 
homosexuality by stripping it of wrongful associations with behavioral and personality 
types that were peripheral to same-sex object choice. By disarticulating homosexuality 
“per se” from gender nonconformity, for instance, activists could construe more damning 
images of homosexual gender variance as a simple confusion of diagnostic categories.39 
As Barbara Gittings reassured straight audiences in a 1966 BBC interview, “there is no 
evidence that homosexuals wish to cross-dress any more than heterosexuals do. In fact, 
most transvestites are heterosexual, and they even have their own organizations. 
Transvestism is a fundamentally different phenomenon from homosexuality and must not 
be confused with or correlated with homosexuality.”40 In Gittings’s rendering—which 
appealed to a somewhat different public vision of gayness than did the men who donned 
dresses for initial APA protests—not only were most homosexuals not cross dressers, but 
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most cross dressers were not homosexual.41 Similarly, Ronald Gold emphasized in a 1973 
speech that being gay involved no uncertainty about one’s gender or body, and that he 
knew of “very few gay men who are… ‘frightened’ of their genitals.”42 Gold went so far 
as to suggest that the statistically insignificant cases of gay effeminacy could be 
attributed to the emasculating effects of stigma, and that gay men might be able to better 
achieve normative gender roles if they were afforded greater social acceptance. In this 
view, correcting the nosology of homosexuality might actually help treat the symptoms 
of transvestism.43 By clarifying that atypical gender expression had no intrinsic relation—
or even correlation—to sexual orientation, the depathologization of homosexuality was 
secured through a repsychiatrization of gender nonconformity. 
Appeals to scientific method were likewise key in extricating homosexuality from 
varieties of deviance such as criminality, pathologized affect, and mental disability. 
Activists were quick to point to what they considered a vital “sampling error” in existing 
studies: with the exception of Evelyn Hooker’s important work, prior research drew 
overwhelmingly from individuals who were already in psychiatric treatment, and 
secondarily, from incarcerated populations.44 Maladaptive qualities, it was argued, could 
be expected from mental patients and prisoners, but could not be linked to homosexuality 
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“per se.” In these critiques, “health” and “happiness” were not only endorsed as ideals but 
cited as the empirically dominant characteristics of the gay populace: in a 1974 interview 
with People magazine, Marmor invoked new data proving that, amongst gays, only “a 
small group of the terribly disturbed… are extremely promiscuous,” and that “as a 
group,” homosexuals were “indistinguishable from heterosexuals” and actually “tended 
to be” socially and politically conservative.45 The panel hosted by Gittings and Kameny 
at the 1971 APA meeting pointedly showcased “Lifestyles of Nonpatient Homosexuals,” 
and activists circulated leaflets attempting to raise awareness that gays were “proud and 
healthy.”46 Beyond stipulating “pride” as the compulsory affect of LGBT justice, this 
critique put activists in the unusual position of having to argue that as a group, 
homosexuals were uniquely impervious to their own oppression. Barbara Gittings, rising 
to the occasion, went so far as to mobilize American exceptionalism as a possible 
rationale for gay psychic fortitude. She averred,  
I must emphasize that homosexuals in the United States have in general a much 
more positive outlook, as contrasted with the fatalistic, often negativistic, views 
expressed by some of the English homosexuals… Perhaps American 
homosexuals have in general more self-esteem because of the socio-political 
concepts in our heritage: the ideas that all men are created equal, that they are 
entitled – as a matter of right, not privilege—to ‘life, liberty, AND THE 
PURSUIT OF HAPPINESS.47 
 
In the end, reformers were resoundingly successful in aligning homosexuality with 
health, happiness, and functionality by convincing professionals to reconsider the 
empirical basis for evaluating homosexuality per se. Then a PhD student in psychology, 
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Charles Silverstein wrote in his 1973 position statement to the APA’s Nomenclature 
Committee that the failures of “objectivity” in previous research might be ameliorated by 
a newer study which focused on a more “representative” sample population: not prisoners 
or mental patients, but college students.48 That the health and happiness of this new 
sample group might have been equally a function of particularities in social standing did 
not garner comment: the college educated were simply posited as a source of more 
accurate knowledge than the incarcerated, thusly construed as socially anomalous.  
Importantly, using scientific method as a strategy for disaggregating 
homosexuality and mental disorder generally required reformers to affirm medicalized 
models of disability. Two decades previously, homophile activists had actually 
experimented with a disability model of gay politics: in 1948, Harry Hay likened the 
impetus of gay movement building to Alcoholics Anonymous, and declared that 
“androgynes of the world” would prove that “physiological and psychological handicaps 
need be no deterrent in integrating 10% of the world’s population towards the 
constructive social progress of mankind.”49 By the mid 1960s, however, disability had 
moved from a politically useful analogy to a presumptively harmful one. As Gittings 
insisted, “I must emphasize that there is no parallel here with groups like Alcoholics 
Anonymous.”50 Instead, declassification activists drew from the language of physical 
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disability to explain why psychiatric diagnosis was unjust and intolerable—as Ronald 
Gold put it, “nothing is more crippling than thinking you’re an emotional cripple.”51  
But while the imagery of physical debility helped buttress activists’ rhetoric, 
questions of mental and cognitive capacity were far more prominent. In fact, controversy 
over the homosexuality diagnosis was able to reach such a pitch in part because the APA, 
which had never been forced to publicly contend with such nosological questions, had not 
yet formulated a standard definition of mental illness. This omission was seized by 
advocates seeking to establish the dubiously scientific basis of the diagnosis, and it fueled 
efforts to distinguish “homosexuality per se” from the truly mentally deficient.52 In the 
ensuing debates over how to properly delineate psychiatric disorder, mental disability 
was, in a very literal way, newly produced and sanctioned.53 It was during this time that 
allied psychiatrist Robert Spitzer, then a junior member of the Committee on 
Nomenclature who had spearheaded revision efforts within the profession, proposed a 
dual criteria: to qualify as a mental disorder, a condition must either be a source of 
subjective distress or somehow impair social functioning. Drawing from Spitzer’s 
proposal, DSM reform activists emphasized images of homosexual capacity that tied 
homosexuality to productivity and vocational fitness, helping to fuse psychic and 
economic vitality. Marmor, for instance, noted that many gays “function responsibly and 
honorably often in positions of highest trust.”54 A sympathetic piece in a medical 
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newsletter also relayed this vision of homosexuals as autonomous, well-adjusted, and 
productive: “their message is: gay people can be happy… they can function as 
contributing members of society without psychiatric help.”55 Casting gays’ sex lives as 
epiphenomenal to their identities as workers and consumers, Daughters of Bilitis founder 
Del Martin remarked the following at the 1971 “Lifestyles of Non-Patient Homosexuals” 
panel: 
We are really just like any other people in society. We get up in the morning and 
go to work or school, we watch the boob tube or go to movies, we go on picnics 
and we hike, we have hobbies or go in for sports, we shop at the super market 
and do our housework and all the other humdrum things that make up American 
life today. And sometimes we make love. We don’t spend all our time in bed any 
more than other people do, however.56 
 
Pointing out that the diagnosis had been used to authorize bans on federal employment, 
activists emphasized their ability to contribute to the economy and state infrastructure as 
a resource that had been unjustly denied the larger polity.57 In the end, the APA’s 
announcement following the revision vote affirmed these messages, noting, 
“homosexuality, per se, implies no impairment in judgment, stability, reliability, or 
general social or vocational capabilities.”58  
Interestingly, gay critiques of the homosexuality diagnosis often openly 
acknowledged discrimination against the mentally ill. As Gold wrote, “to be viewed as 
psychologically disturbed in our society is to be thought of and treated as a second class 
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citizen… take the damning label of sickness away from us.”59 Declassification activists 
even implicitly acknowledged contemporaneous critiques that leveled broader 
indictments of the mental health professions: a flyer at the 1972 APA conference alluded 
to growing skepticism about psychiatric expertise, conceding, “for better or worse, 
psychiatry and psychiatrists are authority figures in society today.”60 But while the 
acknowledgment of discrimination against the mentally disabled suggests that 
antipsychiatric critiques were not wholly lost on gay reformers, it did not generate 
recognition of mental illness itself as politically determined category. Nor did it produce 
a sense of shared interest with other communities targeted as deviant. Kameny even 
acknowledged and refused possible objections to his distinction between homosexuality 
and disability: “it can be argued, of course, that to be ill, sick, defective, or otherwise 
‘less than whole’ is not only inconsistent with minority status, but, in fact, may be the 
basis for minority status. This is a weak argument, at best.”61 Instead, as Kunzel has 
observed, Kameny and others asserted the impossibility of fighting “two battles” at once 
and enacted a “pragmatic decision to organize around a single axis of oppression.”62 
But beyond prioritizing “single issue” tactics, these claims worked to construct 
unhealth as ontologically incommensurate with social and political engagement. Indeed, 
the rights-bearing subject envisioned by these claims took nondisabled status as a 
precondition. As Kameny noted, “We cannot declare our equality and ask for acceptance 
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and for judgment as whole persons, from a position of sickness.”63 Responding to 
opposing professionals who denied or minimized the social repercussions of the 
diagnosis, gay activists established the impetus for declassification by insisting upon the 
impossibility of working for the political advancement of the mentally disabled—in this 
respect, the politicization of homosexuality as a “social minority” hinged upon a 
concerted depoliticization and remedicalization of mental disability. More broadly, these 
claims asserted the infeasibility of developing political critique from outside 
psychological, epistemic, and affective norms. To this day, the perceived 
incommensurability between disability and political subjectivity, remains, of course, 
prevalent amongst many LGBT advocates: as Henry Minton noted of the revision in 
2002, “removing the official stamp of illness enabled gay people and their supporters to 
establish a legitimate foundation for communication... supporters of homosexual rights 
were free to speak in their own voice.”64 
Eventually, the political pressure achieved by gay activists and allied psychiatrists 
was successful in pushing the APA to officially remove homosexuality from the DSM-II 
at the end of 1973.  However, the lasting effects of the campaign on the larger institution 
of psychiatry would not be fully witnessed until the release of the DSM-III in 1980, 
which saw the most dramatic reworking of the manual to date. The declassification 
campaign had engendered, as Rick Mayes and Allan Horwitz observe, an “embarrassing 
public debate” around psychiatry’s scientific credentials, which set the stage for a more 
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substantial nosological overhaul at the end of the decade. As Mayes and Horwitz write, 
the DSM-III revolutionized the field by “radically transform[ing] the nature of mental 
illness. In a remarkably short time, psychiatry shed one intellectual paradigm and adopted 
an entirely new system of classification.”65 Spitzer, whose leadership in declassification 
advocacy garnered him national professional repute, drew from the controversy to insist 
on the need for a more empirically based, standardized, and diagnostically precise 
paradigm that would restore the field’s integrity.66 In 1974, immediately following the 
homosexuality vote, Spitzer convened the DSM-III task force, and used his leadership to 
push through revisions that placed unprecedented emphasis on research-based, biological, 
and medical approaches to mental illness. As a result, the DSM-III has since been 
recognized as a watershed moment in psychiatry’s medicalization since the 1980s, and as 
part of a more decisive move away from social and environmental understandings of 
mental pathology.67 With the third edition, the field saw a major break from the dominant 
theoretical paradigm of postwar psychiatry: psychoanalysis. By extension, the manual 
also distanced the field from the psychoanalytic emphasis on talk therapy, and its view of 
symptoms as secondary expressions of more primary underlying causes. The turn to a 
diagnostically-based model, which posited specific, discrete illnesses and their 
observable symptoms over broad etiological inquiries into “neurosis” and “maladaptive 
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behavior” sought to bring clinical research and practice into closer alignment with the 
methodologies of scientific medicine. Whereas psychiatry had previously tended toward 
the universalizing Freudian view that neurosis is present in everyone, the creation of 
highly specified diagnostic criteria drawn from symptom-based empirical research was 
meant to better equip psychiatry to definitively identify and classify the mentally ill.68 
Over the next couple decades, this move to render mental illness more commensurate 
with the demands of scientific research also created the first opportunities for large-scale 
clinical trials that could satisfy FDA requirements for psychopharmaceuticals. The 
scientization of psychiatry in 1980 thus also provided the conditions of possibility for the 
growth of the pharmaceutical industry and for psychiatry’s growing preference for 
pharmacological over therapy-based treatment.69 
Spitzer’s strategies for achieving this new medicalization were prominently 
gleaned from the homosexuality debate. This included the formal incorporation of the 
general definition of mental illness proposed during the 1973 campaign. Although the 
DSM-III introduction concedes that “no satisfactory definition that specifies the precise 
boundaries for the concept ‘mental disorder,’” had been reached, the authors nonetheless 
provisionally stipulate that mental illness is “typically associated with either a painful 
symptom (distress) or impairment in one or more areas of functioning (disability).”70 
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Disputes around homosexuality also became the basis for the manual’s elevation of 
diagnosis itself as a scientific practice. Alluding to the homosexuality controversy, the 
authors of the manual remark, “over the last decade, there has been growing recognition 
of the importance of diagnosis for both clinical practice and research… In the past, new 
classifications of mental disorders have not been extensively subjected to clinical trials 
before official adoption.”71 By moving to more precise and standardized diagnostic 
criteria—criteria supported by “an increased commitment in our field to reliance on data 
as the basis for understanding mental disorders”—the DSM-III looked to scientific 
method to insulate its authority from future political conflict and legitimacy crises.72 
Finally, because of the heightened prioritization of diagnosis, the DSM itself—as the 
definitive diagnostic text of the field—was elevated to unprecedented professional status 
with the release of the third edition. The revisions transformed, as Mayes and Horwitz 
write, a “little-used mental health manual into a biblical textbook specifically designed 
for scientific research.”73 Ironically, the declassification campaign would eventually help 
expand and enshrine the authority of the very text that gay reformers initially sought to 
critique.  
Gay advocates would thus prove, in the end, tremendously successful in enjoining 
psychiatry to science. Public demands that psychiatry practice “better science” helped 
facilitate the field’s reorientation from psychoanalysis to scientific medicine and, by the 
end of the decade, generate a newly medicalized understanding of the field. But 
moreover, the third edition illustrates how declassification efforts became an occasion for 
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psychiatry to refine itself as a scientific authority, and in so doing, further entrench the 
psychiatrization of human behavior. If previous manuals had unscientifically drawn from 
“vague and capricious concepts,” the staggering array of new diagnoses enumerated by 
the DSM-III promised clinical precision and incontrovertibility.74 Not only was the final 
validity of mental pathology affirmed through this medicalization, the varieties of human 
behavior subject to diagnosis were in fact broadened. The prodigious size of the new 
manual alone—four times longer than the DSM-II and with 83 new diagnoses—suggests 
that, in the end, gay revision efforts did not so much temper the purview of psychiatric 
scrutiny as stimulate its expansion. Furthermore, the DSM-III’s profusion of diagnoses 
was especially visible in its treatment of gender and sexuality: the section on paraphilias, 
which had occupied only half a page previously, was increased to nine pages, and the 
total number of paraphilias grew: “ego-dystonic homosexuality” appeared (amidst some 
controversy) in place of homosexuality “per se,” and “zoophilia” was added as a new 
category. Oddly, in apparent violation of their own nosological guidelines, the authors 
freely admit paraphilic individuals “tend not to regard themselves as ill… [and] assert 
that the behavior causes them no distress.” 75 Other glaring internal inconsistencies, such 
as the preservation of diagnoses like transvestism, fetishism, and other paraphilias, even 
in light of the new “distress or disability” criteria, suggest that the need to vocalize a 
heightened commitment to scientific method perhaps outpaced the development of actual 
scientific consensus in the field. The manual also added a section on “psychosexual 
dysfunctions,” which advanced new diagnoses of inhibitions in sexual desire, excitement, 
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and orgasm, as well as dyspareunia and vaginismus.76 Finally, the DSM-III introduced 
the first major section on gender identity disorders: “transsexualism” made its debut 
appearance, as did “gender identity disorder of childhood.”77 In light of these 
developments, rather than simply depathologizing sexuality, the declassification 
campaign might instead be read as facilitating a more robust and nuanced 
psychiatrization of sexual and gender deviance.  
Thus, in the end, the insistence that homosexuality’s redemption from social 
stigma depended upon its affirmation by science would yield intensely mixed results. 
Appeals to scientific expertise secured political intelligibility for homosexuality by 
rendering it inimical to the investments of other social movements, particularly by casting 
homosexuality as exceptional in being subject to psychiatric pathologization. Reformers 
promoted a new scientific will to knowledge around homosexuality that affirmed the 
medicalization of other social pathologies by retaxonomizing them as extrinsic to 
“homosexuality per se.” Furthermore, these efforts worked broadly to bolster the 
epistemic and institutional authority of the regimes from which they sought sanction.  
And yet, within the context of the 1970s social unrest, asserting that 
homosexuality indexed a social minority status and not an illness was not an inevitable, 
nor, it might be argued, even a particularly intuitive claim. In fact, rather than simply 
clarifying homosexuality as a “sociological” problem instead of a “medical” one, as 
Kameny put it, the DSM reform might instead be credited with helping to create that very 
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distinction.78 Accounting for the full scope of contestations around sexuality and 
psychiatric authority during this time requires attention to another, quite different set of 
queer critiques, critiques less aligned with a liberal minority politics of recognition and 
more invested in a larger set of refusals of liberal politics and intelligibility. Building on 
allegiances to feminist, antiracist, and antipsychiatry movements, these more totalizing 
challenges not only offer a divergent genealogy of queer coalitions that resisted state and 
medical institutions, they present an alternative vision of the basic epistemic registers of 
sexuality. These critiques sought to wrest nonnormative sexuality back from scientific 
expertise, and instead elevate its productively disorienting and disorganizing qualities. If 
the DSM campaign, in other words, constituted a push to rationalize and scientize 
homosxuality, this period in radical queer activism also witnessed a counterpolitics to this 
psychiatrization: a comparatively unrecognized push towards intensely antirationalist and 
anti-scientific trajectories. 
 
The Pore War: Madness and the Gay Militants 
In contrast to the central claims of DSM reformers, activists throughout the 
progressive left had spent much of the preceding decade exploring social and 
psychological marginality not as exclusive but as mutually constitutive—even 
equivalent—categories. As Michael Staub has shown, many New Left factions pursued 
solidarity with the insane, and madness was widely considered both an important social 
issue in its own right and a useful metaphor for thinking through what was wrong with 
                                                
78 As Kameny and Gittings wrote, “in order to [cultivate pride] it is necessary to extract 
homosexuality from the medical context in which it has long and persistently been, and to place it 
in a sociological context of minority group relationships, involving prejudice, discrimination, and 
bigotry.” Kameny and Gittings, “Gay, Proud, and Healthy.” 
  87 
society generally.79 Developing in conversation with antipsychiatric and New Left 
critiques of the 60s, by the early 1970s, it was not uncommon for feminist and antiracist 
critics to theorize psychosis both as an effect of oppression and as offering a privileged 
perspective on it. This understanding also engendered considerable wariness towards 
psychiatric constructions of mental illness, which were perceived as individualizing and 
obscuring larger, unjust social realities. In the view of many Left radicals, madness was 
politically valuable precisely because it opposed and was excluded by professional 
expertise. 
In this larger political milieu, the move to disavow madness and endorse its 
medicalization arguably placed declassification activists in a rather vexed relation to 
other Left critiques, which were working to countermand the growing psychiatrization of 
political dissent and difference. Antiwar activists excoriated the medical professions for 
certifying young men as mentally and physically fit to serve an unconscionable, 
neoimperialist foreign policy.80 Militant axioms like “black is beautiful” denaturalized 
and resisted the psychic life of racism, and Black Power activists drew liberally from 
Frantz Fanon’s radical psychoanalysis to similar ends.81 In 1963, Betty Friedan’s account 
of the “problem that has no name” helped spark a feminist movement based in a critique 
of the profound yet obscured psychic ravages inflicted by patriarchal power.82 In varying 
capacities, all of these movements singled out the therapeutic professions as accomplices 
in the subjugation of women, people of color, and the Third World.  
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Deploying a social minority model of homosexuality as a legitimating strategy in 
negotiations with the APA, however, required DSM reformers to assert that psychiatry 
actually affirmed and supported other social minorities. Whether earnest or simply 
tactical in these portrayals, declassification activists cast psychiatry as a champion of 
multiculturalism in order to then demand that homosexuals receive the equitable 
treatment supposedly afforded to women, people of color, and religious minorities. As 
Kameny asserted, “would the black man who approaches a therapist with feelings of guilt 
because of white society’s rejection of him be taught to conform to what society 
wants…? Of course not! He would be given a course in black pride. But look at the 
homosexual and his plight with the psychiatrist!”83 Glossing over the outrage that 
feminists had leveled at the very same conference only a few years previously (protestors 
had demanded psychologists pay women one million dollars in reparations) a speaker at 
the 1973 American Psychological Association complained that psychology had seen 
“none of the work done for Gays that [had] been done for blacks and women.”84 When 
reformers did acknowledge racism, they tended to invoke it as a rhetorical foil: by casting 
racism as a vestige of psychiatry’s less enlightened past, reformers hoped to demonstrate 
that anti-homosexual bias was similarly outmoded. When gay psychiatrist John Fryer 
appeared anonymously as a speaker at the 1972 APA convention, for instance, he likened 
being a closeted therapist to what he called “Nigger Syndrome”—by positing and 
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appealing to a liberal consensus around racial equality, Fryer sought to gain sympathy for 
gay professionals by analogizing them to the plight of the “the black man with light skin 
who chooses to live as a white man.”85 
Offering a particularly strong counterpoint to the declassification campaing was 
the surge of political organizing by and for the mentally ill, which gained momentum 
during the same years that DSM revision efforts reached their height. Adapting the 
critiques of 1960s antipsychiatry to the militant identity politics of the revolutionary 
movements, these efforts included the founding of the Insane Liberation Front in Portland 
in 1970, the Mental Patient’s Liberation Projects in New York and Boston in 1971, and in 
1974, the creation of the Network Against Psychiatric Assault in San Francisco, out of 
which Women Against Psychiatric Assault would be formed in 1975.86 This period also 
saw the growth of an alternative print culture written by and for ex-patients and those on 
the radical fringe of the therapeutic professions.87 In contrast to DSM reformers who 
urged professionals to better differentiate between “social” and “medical” issues, insane 
liberation activists generally refused these distinctions, calling instead for the 
demedicalization of disability altogether. As Sherry Hirsch, writing for the ex-patient 
newsletter Madness Network News, stated plainly, “Mental illness is not a medical issue. 
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It’s a social issue.”88 The Portland Insane Liberation Front echoed, “our problems are not 
individual... we’re beginning to see that our so-called ‘sickness’ is a personal rebellion or 
an internal revolt against this inhumane system.”89 And while DSM reformers cited the 
impossibility of building political claims from a position of disability, ex-patients 
advocates had helped begin to establish mental disability as a federally protected category 
with the passage of the 1973 Rehabilitation Act.90 
This growth in antipsychiatric and “mad pride” organizing was not simply 
contemporaneous with the gay liberation movement, it had a significant impact on 
progressive queer activist cultures. In fact, perhaps no contingent of the mass movements 
took up the critiques of antipsychiatry as forcefully as radical lesbians and gay men.91 
Because antipsychiatry and gay liberation shared an especially strong commitment to the 
repudiation of “normalcy” and its institutions of enforcement, critiques that had 
challenged the normalization of sanity and embraced unreason during the 1950s and 60s 
offered particularly attractive ideological resources for gay militants. In this respect, 
antipsychiatry constituted an important forerunner to early queer activism’s anti-
assimilationist and antinormative political agendas.92 Thinkers like Szasz and Foucault 
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had theorized psychiatry on a historical continuum with religious authority—as Szasz, in 
his characteristically polemical tone, put it, “in the past, men created witches: now they 
create mental patients”—and gays were quick to mobilize this line of thinking to discredit 
the “rational” basis of institutionalized homophobia.93 In the very same months that DSM 
reformers prepared for the APA’s revision vote, Foucault returned to the topic of 
madness with his 1973 Collège de France lectures on “Psychiatric Power,” while he also 
worked to finalize his first major work on sexuality. In the U.S., gay liberation activists 
took up some of the basic insights Foucault was developing at this time: sounding 
remarkably Foucauldian, GLF member Steve Danksy produced an extensive paper on 
sexuality and psychiatry which examined the analyst/analysand relationship as a 
contemporary incarnation of the Christian confessional.94 In his introduction to the 
English translation of Madness and Civilization, antipychiatrist David Cooper had built 
on Foucault in affirming the medicalization of madness as an effect of modern power, 
and Cooper would later posit madness as a technique for countervailing the material and 
psychological privations of capitalism: as he wrote in 1978, “Madness is the 
destructuring of the alienated structures of an existence and the restructuring of a less 
alienated way of being.”95 In much the same vein, gay activists took up nonnormative 
sexuality as strategy for countering the atomizing experience of a hyperorganized 
                                                                                                                                            
introduction to Homosexuality and Psychoanalysis, eds. Dean and Lane (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2001), 18. 
93 Szasz, Manufacture of Madness, xx; c.f. Steven Dansky, “God, Freud, Daddy, and Us 
Faggots,” Faggotry (1972), 5-13.  
94 Dansky, “God, Freud, Daddy, and Us Faggots,” 11. 
95 See David Cooper, “Introduction,” in Michel Foucault, Madness and Civilization, trans. 
Richard Howard (New York: Routledge, 2001), viii; David Cooper, The Language of Madness 
(New York: Penguin, 1980), 40. 
  92 
industrial society. Gay liberation print media prolifically cited Szasz’s indictments of the 
“myth” of mental illness, and GLF chapters circulated reading lists that paired critiques 
of labor alienation with RD Laing’s Politics of Experience.96  
In their efforts to overturn social and sexual mores, gay activists recognized that 
mental deviance offered resources for challenging the boundaries of acceptable thought 
and demystifying the psychic life of oppression. Following the antipsychiatry movement, 
gay liberationists took up madness both as a diagnostic of oppression and as a conduit to 
enhanced political knowledge. The New York Gay Liberation Front, for instance, quoted 
radical therapist Claude Steiner at length, averring that “paranoia is a state of heightened 
awareness” and “schizophrenia is an experience saner than normality.”97 New York’s 
Flaming Faggots collective followed suit, proclaiming that “the expression of political 
awareness is called madness by the patriarchy, but… can be recognized as revolutionary 
sanity by the oppressed.”98 And whereas declassification activists appealed to ideals of 
logic, reason, and scientific rigor, lesbian feminists derided the “mentalism” and “sane 
chauvinism” of expert knowledges.99 
Refusals of rationality, science, and empirical method were not just articulated 
in gay critiques, but, by appearances, actually instituted by them. At times brazenly 
hyperbolic in attesting to the ravages of psychiatric oppression and control, some activists 
seem to have borne out their abstract endorsements of paranoia as a privileged modality 
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of analysis: writings enacted the tropes of conspiracy theorizing, were quick to ascribe 
intentionality to the oppressive logics of psychiatry, and sometimes credited psychiatry 
with debatable powers of manipulation and domination. Critics reflected on “mind 
control” technologies supposedly under secret development at psychiatric facilities, and 
likened the genocidal function of American psychiatry to the Jewish holocaust.100 
Psychosurgery in particular was singled out as a “final solution” to the social problems 
posed by women and gays, and gay periodicals sounded the alarm that surgical 
techniques for eradicating social deviance were gaining medical popularity.101 In San 
Francisco, gay activist leader Raymond Broshears penned lengthy exposés detailing 
secret behavioral modification and psychosurgical practices, and he singled out a handful 
of individual clinicians who, he admonished, “should be tried with mass murder” for their 
sadistic experiments on unwilling human subjects.102 Broshears also speculated on 
alliances between neurosurgeons and law enforcement, citing widespread use of 
psychosurgery to placate “ghetto rioting… and radical political dissent" and to carry out 
political assassinations.103 
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 In line with their apparent disregard for standards of credulity and propriety, 
progressive lesbians and gay men also often espoused much more totalizing refusals of 
institutions of scientific authority. These critiques especially targeted the therapeutic 
professions as enforcers of larger hegemonies. Rather than singling out psychiatric 
scrutiny of homosexuals as exceptional, gay activists offered a comparative analysis of 
psychiatry’s repressive function: in their view, because prejudice flowed from the field’s 
basic epistemological investments, psychiatric opinion on homosexuality was not 
unusual, but quite in line with its treatment of other marginalized groups. Gay protestors 
at the 1970 APA conference, for instance, condemned as “business as usual” a panel that 
pathologized Native American suicide instead of addressing the genocidal legacies of 
settler colonialsim.104 Recognizing, as Foucault put it, that “power relations were the a 
priori of psychiatric practice,” activists sought to understand racism, sexism, and 
homophobia as integral to psychiatric knowledge, and they located psychiatric 
constructions of homosexuality within this broader frame.105 
Like antipsychiatric critics before them, gay activists especially linked psychiatry 
to statist efforts to diffuse social unrest through the pathologization of dissent. As a 
journalist for the Gay Liberator noted, “psychiatrists categorize as ‘mental illness’ those 
behavior problems that have been traditionally associated with oppressed minority groups 
and political activists.”106 A writer for the radical feminist periodical Big Mama Rag 
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echoed, “therapists are paid for promoting the existing social order.”107 And the San 
Francisco Gay Activists Alliance identified the growing popularity of antipscyhotics as 
an attempt to “‘control’ the words and actions of ‘militants’” in state prisons and mental 
institutions.108 These critiques posited psychiatry as vested institution that was 
impervious to engagement or correction: in a position statement delivered at the Black 
Panthers’ Revolutionary People’s Constitutional Convention, the Chicago Gay Liberation 
Front proclaimed, “the American medical profession is irrelevant to the needs of 
oppressed people.”109 Exemplifying leftist hostility towards therapeutic ideals of 
“adjustment”—not just in the sense that homosexuals become reconciled to their sexual 
identities, but more generally to the status quo—the GLF continued, “Because 
psychiatrists emphasized ‘adjustment’ and conformity rather than liberation, because they 
tell us to become good citizens rather than good revolutionaries, because they favor 
individual solutions rather than social change, we recognize that they are not the helpers 
of homosexuals or any oppressed people, but serve as our oppressors.”110 Rather than 
casting racism, sexism, and classism as relics of psychiatry’s past, or as rhetorical foils to 
the ongoing pathologization of homosexuality, progressive gay activists claimed 
solidarity with other political struggles in their rejections of psychiatric expertise.  
 Along with minimizing the exceptional status of psychiatric discourse on 
homosexuality, these critiques were noteworthy in their sidelining of questions of 
nosology altogether. Amongst many gay liberationists, the DSM itself, and the matter of 
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strengthening diagnostic accuracy, was not consistently articulated as a concern. 
Demands presented to the Eastern Psychological Association by the Boston GLF, for 
instance, did not reference the homosexuality diagnosis at all, privileging instead a 
broader epistemic critique. Their statement led with a declaration of allegiance to women 
and people of color, and indicted the racism of conference presenters before even 
introducing gay political grievances. The demands themselves—offered with the caveat 
that anything short of “immediate disbanding” the profession amounted to compromise—
likewise bracketed gay identity politics, instead calling for an end to sexism, immediate 
deinstitutionalization, and the abolition of electroconvulsive therapy, psychosurgery, and 
other coercive treatments.111  
 But while these more sweeping criticisms were certainly prominent amongst 
mainly gay male groups like the Boston GLF, the most consistent and vocal excoriations 
of the therapeutic professions were articulated by lesbian feminists. Challenges to 
psychiatry in women’s liberation of the 1960s offered an important precedent to early 
1970s lesbian organizing. Although it had begun with more modest interventions, 
including early 1960s treatises like Betty Friedan’s Feminine Mystique and literary works 
like Sylvia Plath’s Bell Jar, feminist politics enjoyed a more expansive and pronounced 
tradition of wariness towards psychiatry and psychotherapy than did gay male 
organizing.112 By the turn of the decade, feminist critiques had grown increasingly 
forceful in their repudiations, not just of mental health professions but of “patriarchal” 
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medicine writ large.113 In her popular 1970 essay, “Woman and Her Mind,” sociallist 
feminist Meredith Tax quoted Plath and Laing at length, and proposed “female 
schizophrenia” as a metaphor for the “daily life” of misogyny.114 By 1972, when Phyllis 
Chesler’s widely-circulated Women and Madness was published, the book perhaps did 
less to break new ground in lesbian analyses of mental health than it did to affirm existing 
sensibilities that madness was a preferred affective and epistemic response to patriarchal 
oppression.115 Some lesbian readers were decidedly underwhelmed with Chesler’s study: 
noting that she centered heterosexual women who slept with their therapists over lesbian 
experience, a reviewer for Amazon Quarterly complained, “not only does Phyllis Chesler 
not have any new theory about lesbians, she has no new facts.”116 
 In addition to articulating some of the most sweeping indictments of psychiatry 
and psychotherapy, lesbian feminist writings also highlight some of the strongest efforts 
at coalition building with the institutionalized and insane. As a writer for Off Our Backs 
averred, “The mental patients' liberation movement is important because in a patriarchal 
society we are all potential inmates.”117 Rarely invoking the DSM, and only sporadically 
acknowledging professional organizations, these critiques mirrored radical gay male 
writings in displacing diagnostic revision in favor of broader analyses of the politics of 
health, affect, and sanity. Efforts to reclassify homosexuality’s official medical status 
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were derided by some lesbians, who viewed the campaign as a pointless effort to prove 
homosexuality’s commensurability with a heterosexual order that lesbians refused. In one 
piece detailing the varieties of “reformist” gay politics from which lesbian feminism 
hoped to break, a member of the separatist collective the Furies summarized, “more 
traditional groups take a defensive position: ‘lesbians are not sick or perverted. We are as 
good citizens as you are. Therefore there is no reason for you to deny us equal rights. We 
ask you to give us our rights to full economic and social equality.’ [Reformers] spend a 
good deal of time refuting the homosexuality-as-sickness arguments.”118   
Frustration with mental health reform was registered in lesbian organizing as well, 
which, at times, made gay reformism itself a new object of protest. At the 1974 APA 
panel on homosexuality in Detroit, which featured Gittings and Kameny as speakers, 
several dozen lesbians and allied “faggots” from the area infiltrated the audience and 
engaged the presenters. At first, negotiations between panel organizers and the lesbian 
contingent seemed like they would be resolved amicably enough: activists threatened to 
shut down the session unless an all-lesbian panel was substituted for the planned one, and 
despite Kameny’s insistence that he could “speak for” gay women (which lesbians 
derided as arrogant and offensive), the moderator agreed to cede two panel seats in 
compromise. Privately, however, the protesters had decided in advance that they would 
seize the stage anyway after delivering their remarks. In a scene recalling the deliberate 
anarchy of early GLF protests, a participant reporter for Lavender Woman described the 
ensuing pandemonium: 
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Then, Rachel asked for all lesbians to take over the stage. About fifteen angry 
dykes leaped onstage. The moderator was shocked and declared the workshop 
over. Some shrinks obediently started filing out of the room. We hadn’t honored 
the agreement, the moderator said. Right, said Rachel, WE LIED! Kameny 
started a long obnoxious monologue but a dyke seized the microphone and flung 
it away. A man from the audience ran up looking like he was about to sock the 
dyke… The faggots sat back quietly because they knew this was a lesbian action. 
Gittings remained seated on stage smoking her pipe. Several women in the 
audience screamed at the two most vocal dykes calling them crazy.119 
 
Shortly thereafter, the protestors determined that they lacked the collective strength to 
hold the stage and retreated to a nearby bar. Upon exiting, it was noted, “the scene 
deteriorated into men talking with men about men, which is what we had predicted would 
happen if men spoke.”120 Interestingly, the Lavender Woman coverage provides no 
details about content of the protestors’ critiques beyond the panel’s underrepresentation 
of women, and yet their grievances did not seem a matter of mere representation, as the 
author also critically invoked Gittings, one of the original presenters. The remarks 
delivered by the activists before they claimed the stage are referenced only by their affect 
and ad hoc quality—a “fiery speech” written the preceding night—and the article reports 
at greater length on the bedlam and the lesbians’ later discussions amongst themselves 
than on any official commentary occasioned by the panel.121 As a whole, the account 
suggests that the development and articulation of a cogent critique within a sanctioned 
venue was, perhaps, never actually paramount to the intervention. And apparently 
undaunted by the action’s brevity, the contingent reported a fruitful exchange at the bar 
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on matters of radicalism, liberalism, and “power tripping” in lesbian politics. They 
seemed, ultimately, in good spirits about the day’s accomplishments.122 
Lesbian activists embraced the anarchic qualities of the Detroit protest in writings 
and speeches as well as action, and like the mendacious “angry dykes” who liberated the 
APA panel, they seemed to welcome and even invite accusations of insanity. In contrast 
to the fastidiously credible personae cultivated by Gittings and Kameny, lesbians 
suggested that by actively claiming madness, they might hope to move out of an 
apologist stance on homophobic and sexist oppression. Addressing a Midwest lesbian 
convention, National Black Feminist Organization founder Margaret Sloan advised 
attendees, “in this day we are constantly badgered with negative energies that are always 
telling us that we are crazy in our relative surroundings. But craziness is relative. You 
answer, yes, I'm crazy and then move on from there."123 Many affirmed madness as a 
sensible response to the basic incommensurability of lesbianism with capitalist and 
heterosexist society: “Dykes walk around a world that assaults us, that we are not only 
not accepted by, but that we refuse to accept, that we defy and are determined to destroy. 
We hate the existing order and it hates us. THIS CAN DRIVE A WOMAN CRAZY!”124 
Writing for Off Our Backs, ex-patient activist Judith Greenberg affirmed, “perhaps, 
madness is the only available and even rational move in the face of prevailing 
circumstances. If women do not band together to attain full human status, ‘insanity’ is the 
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only other available choice. ‘Going crazy’ is the only way to keep from losing your 
mind.”125 
While radical lesbians were prominent in the women’s health movement and 
mirrored feminist interest in alternative therapies like consciousness raising and co-
counseling, support for feminist mental health efforts existed alongside deep seated 
skepticism as to whether any form of therapy could truly be affirming of gays or women. 
As an interviewee in Long Time Coming noted, therapists are “still shrinks, even if they 
may be pro-gay, pro-feminist, or gay or feminist themselves. Especially if they’re male. 
And even women who go through the traditional training tend to be indoctrinated.” 126 
Commentators remarked recurrently on growing antagonisms between ex-patients and 
the progressive-identified professionals who sought to work on their behalf. Tensions 
mounted around such fundamental issues as the final status of mental illness—clinically 
speaking, does it exist? Can cognitive and affective difference be diagnosed?—as well as 
the acceptable horizon of treatment strategies. Whereas ex-patients tended to be 
uncompromising in their opposition to electroconvulsive therapy, psychosurgery, and 
institutionalization, many liberal professionals were open to assessing treatment on a 
case-by-base basis, discouraging only the unwarranted abuse of coercive measures.127 
Perceiving the extent to which institutional critique was being increasingly parlayed into 
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institutional expansion, one attendee of an antipsychiatric conference remarked the 
following:  
The benefit of this flood of neo-professionals into the women's community is 
questionable beyond the already clichéd observations that therapy, in whatever form, 
channels women's anger into individualistic solutions rather than collective strategies and 
perpetuates the classist bias of valuing verbalization at the expense of action. More 
perniciously, it obscures the fact that the presence of "feminist" therapists (and their 
expanding, newly created clientele), does not really confront the issues of the day-to-day 
abuses of women confined in mental hospitals… The institution of psychiatry can 
comfortably absorb, or at least tolerate, this new glut of professionals on the therapeutic 
market without being forced to alter its practices of degradation and torture of women, 
which are inextricably a part of the basis of institutional psychiatry.”128 
 
Like the disordered protests of radical lesbians and gay male liberationists, the author’s 
indictment of “verbalization” over “action” evokes a broad aversion not just towards the 
privileging of ideology critique, but also towards the fetishization of language itself as a 
mechanism of either social or psychic “talking cure.” Moreover, the critique emphasizes 
psychiatry’s capacity to incorporate minority difference without modifying its oppressive 
terms—indeed, the author suggests that in marketizing difference, thereby building a 
larger, diversified “clientele,” psychiatry at once revitalizes itself and further elides the 
populations that it most destructively targets and controls. 
This interest in the immediate needs of the insane and institutionalized 
highlighted another key contrast between lesbian feminist critiques of mental health and 
the DSM revision campaign. While declassification activists normalized a populace of 
happy, functioning homosexuals and cast declassification as a step in further enhancing 
the wellbeing of an already well-integrated gay citizenry, lesbian activists advanced an 
imagined community that prioritized the insane, embraced dysfunction and maladaption, 
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and affirmed affective and cognitive deviance as especially prevalent in lesbian 
communities. Identifying psychic injury as a systemic effect of interlocking structures of 
racism, sexism, and homophobia, the Combahee River Collective’s foundational 
statement acknowledged the “feelings of craziness” experienced by its members and 
avowed, “we are damaged people merely by virtue of being Black women.”129 In an 
article for the separatist newsletter Tribade, activist Maricla Moyano affirmed that 
“probably every Lesbian-Feminist community has been faced with the problem of what 
to do about women who have ‘freaked out,’ had a sudden emotional breakdown, or 
women who are in an apparently permanent state of being ‘flipped out.’”130 While 
Moyano critiqued the romanticization of insanity, her insistence that madness not be 
uncritically lauded as a “gateway to higher consciousness or truth” suggests that such 
appraisals were hardly uncommon amongst lesbian communities. And while calling for 
recognition of the often truly devastating experience of mental illness, Moyano also 
cautioned against institutional approaches to treatment: “we know male science is 
generally not valid: that putting women in psychiatric prisons is wrong, that the 
psychiatric profession itself is an arm of the patriarchal, capitalist, reactionary state.”131 
In developing strategies for managing psychological distress outside of dominant 
institutions, feminist ex-patient activists, many of whom were lesbian-identified, explored 
alternatives to functionality and normative rehabilitation as the goal of treatment. They 
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proposed instead, for instance, building supportive spaces where community members in 
crisis could safely go to “freak out.”132 
Thus, rather than stressing the symbolic significance of declassification, lesbians 
invoked those actually in psychological distress, and they tended to privilege practical 
over nosological solutions to harm reduction. Like gay liberation groups that protested 
the chemical castration of sex offenders, lesbian activists often displaced identity-based 
critiques in favor of a focus on the material conditions of institutionalization. The 
broader, coercive regulation of sexuality and gender within the asylum was understood to 
be paramount to gay and feminist concerns. Lesbian activists posited the liberation of the 
institutionalized as integral to feminist politics, and many activists claimed allegiances 
with the very sexual criminals that DSM reformers forcefully disavowed as 
“nonrepresentative.”133 Drawing from leftist critiques of the carceral system, lesbian 
feminists theorized the asylum and prison coeval institutions. The New York chapter of 
Women Against Prison, for instance, was founded by women working in solidarity with 
inmates at the Matteawan Hospital for the Criminally Insane, and they emphasized the 
carceral function of the asylum along with its use in discrediting political protest. 
Pointing to the use of civil commitment to indefinitely extend the sentences of political 
prisoners, they noted, “once [an inmate’s] status shifts from prisoner to mental patient, 
their political behavior is regarded as ‘crazy.’”134 Lesbian periodicals routinely dedicated 
special issues to women’s mental health experiences, highlighting women’s own 
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testimonies of institutionalization–often quite harrowing accounts of being denied food 
and access to basic hygiene, long term chemical sedation, and surgical procedures 
performed without anesthesia.135  
Lesbian feminists pursued coalitions with the mentally ill also because they 
recognized madness as both epistemically and spiritually privileged over secular, 
patriarchal society. R.D. Laing had valorized madness as a state of religious 
enlightenment—the schizophrenic, he famously wrote, was the “hierophant of the 
sacred”—and his comparison was echoed by lesbian feminists working to build religious 
lives outside the rationalist and transcendentalist traditions of Judeo-Christianity.136 Like 
Laing, lesbian communities extolled mystical union and religious ecstasy because they 
dissolved rational consciousness, they viewed the insane as paragons of spiritual 
development, and they pointed to the indeterminacies between insanity and deviant 
religiosity. As one feminist priestess wrote, “shamanic consciousness is often designated 
as ‘mental illness’ in our culture (compare menstrual ‘moodiness’). And in fact many 
women in mental institutions are one-way shamans, who cannot resurrect their shattered 
consciousness into a human personality again because such journeys are scorned as 
worthless in our culture.”137 Likening the consciousness-shattering experiences of women 
mystics to the “soul splitting” of schizophrenia, the author went on to extol feminist 
shamanism for its potential to effect the “dismemberment (of the conscious or cultural 
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body)” through the “deliberate disintegration of… familiar personal identity.”138 A writer 
for Country Women evinced the popular feminist opinion that patriarchy had suppressed 
women’s unique magical abilities by pathologizing magical women as insane. Rather 
seek medical treatment, she suggested that the most obvious and effective treatment for 
mentally ill women was simply to reclaim the magical faculties that patriarchy sought to 
deny: “I learned to celebrate my powers, celebrate my fantasies, and listen to my voices. 
We were burned as witches and now they say that doesn’t happen. [But] how different is 
burning by fire than burning by electro-shock? We have to learn to celebrate… our own 
psychic powers. If that had happened to me I need never have been sick.”139 
Furthermore, in contrast to the images of pride, happiness, and adjustment 
circulated by declassification advocates, lesbian feminists advanced a very different 
affective politics of liberation: anger, madness, and rage were the privileged 
countenances of lesbian feminism, at times invoked as the distinguishing qualities of 
lesbianism itself. Even before the Stonewall riots, Valerie Solanas’s highly publicized 
shooting of Andy Warhol had rocketed her SCUM Manifesto to fame, establishing the 
figure of the unhinged, “angry street dyke” as central to radical feminism and infusing 
lesbian politics with a vision of dispensational gynomania. In her treatise, Solanas rallied 
misanthropes, lunatics, and sex deviants for her “elite corps” that would destroy 
patriarchal society: SCUM, she proclaimed, “is for whores, dykes, criminals, and 
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homicidal maniacs.”140 In the Manifesto’s hyperbolic inversion of gender roles, Solanas 
apportioned to women not the “positive” male qualities typically reappropriated by 
feminists but, rather, the irrational, masculine capacity to destroy, loot, and kill. The 
women summoned to SCUM’s mission were a nightmarish antithesis to the rational, self-
contained subject of liberal modernity, their refusals of self-governance and restraint 
accompanied by chaotic, unrepressed affect. As Solanas declared, SCUM’s legions are 
“impatient… nasty, violent, selfish… thrill-seeking, free-wheeling, arrogant females.”141 
In her recent work on women’s liberation, Victoria Hesford highlights the antirationalist 
ethos of the SCUM Manifesto, noting that Solanas’ writing enacted rage at a point of 
breakdown of political order and coherence: “SCUM Manifesto punctured through the 
decorum of acceptable political speech, revealing an irrational, furious, and outraged 
underside to feminism’s rational calls for social justice and political equality.”142  
The declarations of unbridled fury in the SCUM Manifesto would reverberate 
through lesbian activism in the years to come. As the New York Radicalesbians famously 
declared in 1970, “a lesbian is the rage of all women condensed to the point of 
explosion.”143 As a founding document of lesbian feminism, the “Woman-Identified 
Woman” statement exemplified lesbians’ rejections of legitimizing appeals to reason and 
emotional balance, instead positing a distinctively “lesbian” affective intensity that 
threatened to detonate familiar structures of self and sociality. Against the properly 
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integrated, coherent subject of psychiatry, Radicalesbians theorized the lesbian as “in a 
state of continual war with everything around her, and usually with herself”—
appropriating the antipsychiatric linking of disorganized personhood to heightened 
political awareness. The Radicalesbians’ politicization of psychic disorganization as a 
condition of deviant sexual subjectivity would eventually find resonance in intersectional 
queer theorizing as well: as Gloria Anzaldua would later echo in Borderlands/La 
Frontera, mestiza consciousness denotes “a constant state of mental nepantilism, an 
Aztec word meaning torn between ways.”144 For the Radicalesbians, self-eroding rage 
was not a politically neutral affect, and they demanded an epistemology of the psyche 
that would not simply permit but prioritize anger as a politically privileged emotion. 
Burdened as it was by the “failure of liberalism as an ideological perspective,” they 
estimated that psychotherapy could never support lesbian political rage: as one 
Radicalesbian complained of her therapist in the group’s statement on mental health, “He 
would say ‘It’s all right to be angry. But he wouldn’t say my anger was Right On.”145  
 The positive revaluation of anger and other pathologized affects was but one 
example of how gay liberationists, both lesbians and gay men, did not simply exceed the 
claims of declassification advocates, they theorized deviant sexuality in ways that 
subverted the subject of psychiatry more radically. Radical lesbians, in fact, did not 
concur with DSM reformers’ assertion that homosexuality was equally valid to 
heterosexuality: they were, rather, quite forceful in their appraisals of lesbian superiority. 
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Expressing frustration with the increasing availability of supposedly “feminist” providers, 
one lesbian complained that while she found therapists could indeed validate her 
sexuality, they would not endorse her conviction that “lesbianism is a better alternative 
for women.” She continued, “I would like to see some lesbian feminist therapists who 
admit that they believe that they believe that lesbianism is more constructive than 
heterosexuality and work from that premise.”146 Writing for Radical Therapist, Martha 
Shelley echoed this view of lesbian superiority, observing, “if hostility to men causes 
lesbianism, then it seems to me that in a male-dominated society, lesbianism is a sign of 
mental health.”147 In a sense, advocates of political lesbianism, to which Shelley’s 
remarks hearken, moved to reclaim theories of homosexuality as a symptom: not a 
vestige of familial pathology, however, but an adaptive response to patriarchy, and a 
viable defense mechanism for mitigating the traumas of misogyny. If DSM reformers 
sought to establish their assimilability to the social order by producing homo- and 
heterosexuality as coeval, separatists elevated lesbianism because it could produce 
wholly different forms of social and sexual organization. Rejecting liberal views of 
sexuality as inborn and static, political lesbianism called forth a more mercurial sexual 
self,  one that could divest from normative social structures and reconstruct its affiliations 
in previously unimaginable ways. 
As calls for elective lesbianism and testimonies to self-eroding feminist rage both 
evoke, one of the most dramatic critical interventions made by lesbian and gay activists 
was their exploration of sexual deviance as a corrosive to social and psychic structures. 
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Against the psychiatric push to consolidate homosexuality as a coherent category of 
minority citizenship, radical lesbians and gay men experimented with unreason as an 
antidote to liberal paradigms of social and subjective stability. In this view, the 
revolutionary value of homosexual desire was that it was inimical to self-integrated 
trajectories of subject formation, and thus it promoted modes of being that might evade 
the reproduction of the social order. Rather than simply comprising a new form of 
minority identity, as DSM reformers asserted, homosexuality harbored a more socially 
disturbing, even destructive, potential. Encapsulating this thinking especially succinctly, 
a contributor to the French newsletter Gai Pied explained that gay politics was “not a 
question of integrating homosexuals into society, but of disintegrating society through 
homosexuality.”148  
In such anarchic reimaginings of sexual deviance, radical psychoanalytic 
thinkers—whose deconstructions of society and the self generally bore greater 
resemblance to antipsychiatry than psychiatric orthodoxy—played a key role in shaping 
gay liberationist thought. Marcuse’s Eros and Civilization, which famously linked sexual 
repression and labor alienation, held particular appeal for the movement’s numerous gay 
Marxists, and activists invoked and ruminated on Marcuse’s value for gay politics at 
considerable length—one writer for The Body Politic avowed that “Marcuse’s 
perspective and ideas are basic food for any seriously revolutionary homosexual.”149 As 
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Kevin Floyd has recently observed, Marcuse’s writings especially spoke to activists’ 
interest in mining nonnormative sexuality’s potential to undo hierarchical social 
structures: “Marcuse dialectically embraced the psychoanalytic configuration of 
unrepressed homosexuality as a direct threat to the progress of civilization, reversing the 
conservative Freudian narrative from infantile polymorphous sexuality to the mature 
repression civilization requires.”150  
Although many of their works would not be translated until the late 1970s, the 
insights of French theorists like Foucault, Gilles Deleuze, Félix Guattari, and Guy 
Hocquenghem—whose Homosexual Desire was published in 1972, the same year as 
Anti-Oedipus—were highly regarded by French and U.S. gay radicals alike. Arguably 
antecedents to the interest in sexuality’s “antisocial” dimensions that would develop 
amongst U.S. scholars some three decades later, French critics offered important 
theoretical fodder for activists’ desire to disorganize and dismantle society through 
homosexuality.151 In contrast to liberal and psychiatric understandings of homosexuality 
as a delineated category of minority citizenship, French theory recurrently aligned 
homosexuality with the irrational, interruptive, and chaotic, and especially with the 
dissolution of identity and of structures of capitalism. Deleuze, Guattari, and 
Hocquenghem’s works elevated both homosexuality and transsexuality as exceptionally 
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transgressive in their anoedipality, which allowed them to disrupt normative social and 
psychic organization. Because both conditions indexed failed oedipalization, Anti-
Oedipus and Homosexual Desire linked the radical political import of deviant gender and 
sexuality to schizophrenia.152 Hocquenghem, who had become influential in French gay 
liberation, was an ardent critic of gay politics’ rationalizing trajectories, and his insights 
would eventually find audience amongst English speaking radicals as well. In a 1978 
piece for Semiotext(e), he warned against the “respectabilization and neutralization” of 
homosexuality that would occur by seeking integration into the order of law and science. 
Hocquenghem also condemned the decriminalized and demedicalized visions of 
homosexuality advanced by DSM reformers. While declassification advocates promoted 
images of happy, healthy, professional, and gender conforming gay citizens, 
Hocquenghem invoked these very qualities as portending the decline of gay radicalism: 
as he wrote, the new assimilated emblem of gay reformism appears “with a mustache and 
briefcase, without complexes or affectations… and [he] experiment[s] not with fist-
fucking or flagellation, but with the cool good sense of sexological magazines.”153 Posed 
against the penetrative bodily techniques of fisting and sadomasochism, in 
Hocquenghem’s reading, scientific insight threatened to nullify homosexuality’s capacity 
to literally perforate the self. Elsewhere, Hocquenghem eschewed the calculated, 
scientific thinking of gay reformers, instead applauding gay liberation for its “Brownian 
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movement”—likening it the erratic, random movement of particulate matter—a politics 
that “always maintained an irresponsible side; an incapacity to think strategically.”154 
 But even before the translation of major published works, language barriers and 
geographical distance were not enough to deter U.S. activists’ enthusiasm for the 
antirationalist valences of French radical theory. In 1975, progressive faculty at Columbia 
University organized a large-scale conference that they titled “Schizo-Culture.” Loosely 
focused on political critiques of the asylum and prison, the event was organized to bring 
scholarship in the wake of the French student protests to American audiences, thus 
“narrow[ing] the gap between radicalism, philosophy, and art on both sides of the 
Atlantic.”155 The conference was wildly popular, if also exemplary of the era’s chaotic 
politics, as participants seemed to clash as often as they engaged each other in dialogue. 
Over the course of three days, the event drew not only an array of preeminent scholars, 
including Deleuze, Guattari, Focuault, and Jean-François Lyotard, but thousands of local 
activists from Black Power, feminist, gay, and mental patients’ liberation movements—
all of whom convened around the organizers’ declaration to “deal with madness not in a 
clinical way, or as an individual experience of dissociation, but as an extreme 
phenomenon capable of revealing the effects and limits of capitalism.”156  
The conference’s featured presentations attempted to systematically place notable 
French scholars in conversation with U.S. activist leaders. Gay radicalism, for instance, 
witnessed an unprecedented bicontinental pairing when Ti-Grace Atkinson shared a panel 
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with Félix Guattari. The encounter would also prove quite tense: Guattari’s presentation 
was terminated prematurely by feminist hecklers who believed male presenters were 
monopolizing the stage.157 “Schizo-Culture” also saw the introduction of Foucault’s new 
project on homosexuality to English speaking audiences for the first time, in a speech 
titled, “We Are Not Repressed.” Perhaps fittingly, given the conference’s topical focus 
on paranoid and psychotic knowledges, Foucault was driven from his own question and 
answer session when the audience was stirred to uproar by an attendee accusing him of 
working for the CIA.158 Apparently rebounding from his initial tumultuous reception—
following a second altercation with Atkinson’s contingent, who charged him with not 
caring about women—Foucault later rejoined the conference at a roundtable on prisons 
and asylums, accompanied by RD Laing, insane liberation leader Howie Harp, and 
lesbian Weather Underground member Judy Clark.159 
 Despite the occasional skirmishes between participants—which actually seemed 
to emblematize activists’ privileging of disruption as a tactic—the events of the 
conference highlighted the intense discursive affinities between madness, sexuality, and 
radical politics in this historical moment. A number of activist-led workshops sought to 
enhance grassroots critiques of reason by putting gay and feminist community organizers 
in further conversation with forms of “antirationalist” critical theory. One workshop titled 
“Feminist Theory, Feminist Practice,” for instance, promised to “compare the different 
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directions that feminism as an intellectual movement has taken in France and America” 
in hopes of “developing an analysis that provides an alternative to the ‘objective,’ 
scientific production of knowledge.”160 Conversely, amongst the conference’s featured 
scholars, the politics of sexuality emerged as central to the anarchic and socially 
disintegrating aspirations of the new “schizophrenic” radical theory. In publicizing the 
event, conference organizers characterized post-1968 French intellectualism as a 
“revolution in desire,” borrowing a phrase that gay liberationists had helped popularize in 
France.161 In his keynote address, Lyotard lauded the work of “aborted women, 
homosexuals, prostitutes” and other social outsiders for “utiliz[ing] the discourse of 
spontaneity, of unsociability, of madness, of the libido” to challenge dominant regimes. 
Characterizing social deviance as “regions forsaken by thought,” Lyotard cast gay and 
feminist activism as models of a radical critique that was once sexually and epistemically 
polymorphous, mercurial, and disruptive.162 
The Schizo-Culture conference thus especially highlighted the intertwined roles 
of sexuality and psychosis in fomenting self- and society-shattering visions of radical 
politics. But this critique was visible well beyond gay activism’s immediate encounters 
with French academe. As figures of failed oedipalization, the schizophrenic and 
homosexual emerge throughout activist writings as models of fractured existence. 
Likening the psychic split of the schizoid to the dual life of the closeted gay, New York’s 
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Red Butterfly collective observed that “anyone growing up gay in America learns to 
develop a mildly schizophrenic personality style.”163 And like French theorists, lesbian 
and gay male critics in the U.S. cast the sexuated and heterosexist order of the family as a 
prime target of homosexual negation. Notoriously, the SCUM Manifesto’s dramatic 
concluding scene offers a scathing, parodic account of oedipal annihilation at the hands 
of SCUM:  
The sick, irrational men, those who attempt to defend themselves against their 
disgustingness, when they see SCUM barrelling down on them, will cling in 
terror to Big Mama with her Big Bouncy Boobies, but Boobies won't protect 
them against SCUM; Big Mama will be clinging to Big Daddy, who will be in 
the corner shitting in his forceful, dynamic pants. Men who are rational, however, 
won't kick or struggle or raise a distressing fuss, but will just sit back, relax, 
enjoy the show and ride the waves to their demise.164 
 
In Solanas’s vision, the redemption of (female) humanity from patriarchy occurs 
not just through the obliteration of capitalist, heterosocial family organization—
elwsewhere in the text achieved through “looting” and “couple-busting”—but 
through SCUM’s complete eradictaion of self-possession. Solanas’s apocalyptic 
prophesy offers men a choice between two scenes of abjection: the father’s 
humiliating incontinence and the “rational” men who passively submit to their 
own destruction. 
Building on lesbian feminist critique that named radical desubjectivization as at 
once endemic to capitalist modernity as welll as an aspirational state, Robin Morgan’s 
widely circulated 1972 poem “Monster” likewise belabors the destabilized self as a 
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cornerstone of feminist experience. As a feminist reappropriation of Freud’s reading of 
Medusa—in Morgan’s account, following Freud’s, her young child points to her genitals 
and declares, “monster”—the poem anticipates Hélène Cixous’s famous treatise to 
monstrosity, “The Laugh of the Medusa,” first published in English four years later.165 In 
her poem, Morgan suggests that the original casualty of patriarchy is not kinship but the 
subject, thus, she explains, she does not fear for her family’s vulnerability to 
heteronormative condemnation: “Why should that nauseate me with terror?/ You’ve 
already taken me away from myself./ With my only road back to go forward/ into more 
madness.”166 Later, invoking the antirationalist state of psychedelic experience, Morgan 
construes feminist critique as a contestation over the apertures of the self, continuing, 
“This is a pore war, I thought once, on acid.”167 
Activist writings like Morgan’s, Solanas’s, and others thus echoed antipsychiatric 
and psychoanalytic constructions of deviant sexuality as a site of social and subjective 
rupture, one achieved through its concerted repudiations of rationality, order, progress, 
and coherence. In privileging affective force over ideology, self-loss over self-adjustment 
or identity, and disorder over reform, these works not only evince a distinctly anarchic 
vision of the possibilities of nonnormative gender and sexuality.168 Even beyond more 
popular published texts like Solanas’s and Morgan’s, activists throughout gay liberation 
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drew inspiration from psychoanalytic and antipsychiatric deconstructions of sociality and 
the self, using them to explore and embrace the imbrications of unreason and queer 
sexuality. But the vision of an unruly, self- and society-eroding queerness that proceeds 
from these critiques stands in stark contrast to dominant narratives of this period as a time 
of gay identity formation: against trajectories that sought to legitimize and give coherence 
to homosexuality through appeals to rational, scientific authority, gay liberationists 
theorized queer as inimical the orderly, hierarchizing, and systematizing regimes of 
reason and science. At their most provocative, these efforts not only challenge liberal 
reform projects of this period, they also deploy sexuality in ways that put pressure on 
conventional Foucauldian mappings of the shape of sexuality under modernity: arguably, 
activists took up sexuality not so much as an technique of subject formation, but of 
radical desubjectivization. For Foucault, modern sexuality offers the means of 
individuating subjects, of specifying humans, but by linking homosexuality to 
schizophrenia as a site of anoedipality, activists posited deviant sexuality as impelling 
towards a deindividuated, ego-less state. They refused the authority of science to offer the 
truth of sexuality, and they displaced the affirmative speech of the confessional, instead 
privileging nonrepresentational forms of expression like affect, and deploying language 
in incoherent and irrational ways that broke down its signifying function. 
 The historical privileging homosexuality’s triumphant “depathologization” in 
1973 thus elides, in the end, not only a set of more troubling appeals to respectability and 
psychiatric authority, it presents a greatly circumscribed view of activist engagements 
with sexuality, mental illness, and unreason during this time. The association of 
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homosexual desire with psychosis was hardly the exclusive discourse of homophobic 
psychiatry: rather, this association was seized by radical activists who perceived deep and 
invaluable resonances between psychotic and homosexual experience. Not just within 
gay and lesbian organizations, but throughout progressive politics and critique in this 
decade, queerness and madness emerge recurrently as models for social and psychic 
disruption. And among these more radical deployments of sexuality and insanity, we can 
locate a more pronounced set of allegiances between gay activism and antiracist, 
feminist, and disability politics during this time. These genealogies of coalition shared a 
commitment to centering the undisciplined and anti-professional knowledges of social 
outcasts and outsiders, indeed, they evince a hope that in undoing knowledge itself, 
wholly different forms of existence might be imagined. 
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Chapter Two 
 
“I Am 64 and Paul McCartney Doesn’t Care:”  
The Haunting of the Transgender Archive and the  
Challenges of Queer History 
 
“My mailbox is a lot emptier now that self-described ‘notorious transsexual,’ rock 
musician, lottery-winner, lottery squanderer and prolific letter writer Angela Douglas has 
died.”1 So commences Tallahassee Democrat reporter Mark Hinson’s obituary of Angela 
Keyes Douglas, who succumbed to heart disease in August 2007. The obituary is an 
unusual specimen for its genre: the playful tenor of the opening line, the centering of the 
journalist and displacing of the deceased, the sensationalistic foregrounding of outlandish 
details of Douglas’s life—all of these narrative maneuvers permeate the article. Perhaps 
intended to convey affection for the departed, Hinson’s jocular tone succeeds equally in 
evoking his unself-conscious pleasure at producing Douglas, who apparently harassed 
him by phone and mail for years, as dysfunctional and absurd. Peppered with glib 
parentheses about “trannies” and references to Douglas as “nutty” and “a kook,” and 
absent any mention of friends or next of kin, the piece seems to confirm—counter, 
perhaps, Judith Butler’s reflections on the obituary—the impossibility of mourning a life 
like Douglas’s.2 And yet, relegated to one passing sentence, a note about her former 
status as an “outspoken writer/journalist for the transgender community,” the obituary 
hints at another archive that memorializes Douglas quite differently. In the years 
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following Stonewall, Douglas was nearly ubiquitous in the transsexual and transvestite 
activist circles emerging alongside the gay liberation movement, and she quickly became 
one of the most visible leaders in a national push for “transsexual liberation.” In 1970, 
Douglas founded the first chapter of the Transexual Action Organization (TAO) in Los 
Angeles, which she relocated to Miami Beach in 1972. TAO would eventually become a 
multiracial, feminist collective that historian Susan Stryker has since hailed as the “first 
truly international grassroots transgender community organization.”3 Stryker’s remarks 
exemplify a growing body of activist and academic efforts to create a transgender history 
that counters the pathologizing tenor of accounts like the Tallahassee Democrat’s. 
Collectively, these works have built and elaborated a counterdiscourse that reconstructs 
Douglas not as a socially disposable indigent with a colorful past but as a forerunner to a 
global social justice movement. 
However, it is precisely because of its elision of her activist history that I believe 
this obituary offers a useful window into the difficulties of accounting for a life like 
Douglas’s. The piece offers a portrait in which Douglas’s political life is crosscut and 
ultimately overshadowed by eccentricity, delusion, and paranoia, and by her seemingly 
self-inflicted destitution and decline. It also evokes Douglas’s own sense of failed 
commemoration, even in spite of her prolific efforts to entextualize herself in letters. As 
Hinson notes, shortly before she died, he received a missive apprising him simply, “I am 
64 and Paul McCartney doesn’t care.” As a piece of archival production itself, and 
notwithstanding its arguably transphobic and ableist undercurrents, the obituary captures 
a certain strange and unwieldy quality of the Douglas archive—a quality that is indeed 
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reflected in the broader set of texts attesting to her life and work. Replete with apparent 
psychosis, unverifiable and esoteric truths, apocryphal and unearthly beings, and myriad 
other bizarre experiences, it is an archive that would only reluctantly submit to any 
triumphalist impulse to recuperate Douglas as a transparently rational, politicized, and 
agential historical subject. 
This chapter moves from a reflection on how gay liberation activists explicitly 
engaged the politics of madness to a consideration of the more diffuse and ephemeral 
ways in which the non-secular, the irrational, and the strange became intertwined with 
transgender politics during the post-Stonewall years. Here, however, I am interested not 
simply in charting a history of trans activism’s entanglements with the magical, irrational, 
and weird, but equally in the historiographical problems and possibilities that these 
activist traditions present to scholars today. To this end, I center a host of peculiar 
elements in a larger archive of post-Stonewall transgender activism, of which, I hope to 
show, Angela Douglas’s life is exemplary rather than exceptional. Because these non-
secular and irrational materials have been persistently relegated to the margins of 
academic historical discourse, I suggest not only that the trans archive seems marked by 
phenomena that professional historiographies systematically render incidental, but also 
that these elided materials present new opportunities for reflection on larger problematics 
of queer history. Put differently, inasmuch as the transgender archive’s non-secular and 
non-rationalist elements both distinguish this archive and make it an especially 
recalcitrant archive within historical discourse, we may understand the archive’s very 
intractability to be an important element of what makes it “queer.” But to conceive of 
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queer archives as characterized by materials that resist conventions of historical narration 
in turn carries ramifications for how we understand queer archives and their relationship 
to historical knowledge more broadly. 
To pursue these larger epistemological and historiographical questions, this 
chapter asks what queer histories of unreason and enchantment can illuminate about a 
particularly prominent object-cathexis within queer studies: “the archive.” Recent years 
have seen proliferating debate about the status and promise of “the archive” broadly, part 
of a larger movement within the humanities in which queer critique has been an avid 
participant. Today the archive’s standing as a privileged object of interest can be credited 
in large part to the influence Michel Foucault, whose genealogical and archaeological 
methods posit the archive as a primary site of both hegemonic erasure and alternative 
historical possibility. However, the elevation of the archive can also be attributed to other 
critics associated with the humanities’ linguistic turn, such as Jacques Derrida. Here I 
invoke the material imprints of transgender pasts to consider the uses and disadvantages 
of the “queer archive”— traditionally understood as textual and discursive—as a central 
problematic of queer historical theorizing. I ask whether the archive’s apotheosis risks 
obscuring considerations about the politics and possibilities of history that cannot be 
resolved via a theory of the archive alone. I suggest that queer history’s critique of the 
archive risks displacing questions not just about the constitutively bounded character of 
historical knowledge and the transparency of historical experience, but also, importantly, 
about the ontological referent of queer pasts—in other words, about what can be claimed, 
within the context of queer history, to exist. Queer studies has traditionally posited 
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“history” as a primarily discursive, and thus de-ontologized realm, and as such, a call to 
reflect on the objective content of queer pasts bears the tenor of a naïve positivism. I hope 
to suggest, however, that queer theorizations of the archive as discursive and 
epistemological terrain cannot, in the end, escape ontological problems: much as Manuel 
DeLanda has written, when scholars “pretend to be able to perform [their] tasks without 
ontological foundations, they are typically using an implicit, and thereby uncritically 
accepted, ontology.”4 Building from postcolonial studies critiques, I hope to show that 
the implicit ontological investments of queer history become most visible when queer 
archives most flagrantly violate those investments: when historians are made to contend 
with madness, for instance, with other incredible or dubious truths, and when archives 
implicate agencies that do not accede to secular, anthropocentric, or social constructivist 
understandings of reality. As scholars have shown, experiences and lifeworlds that elude 
the secular and rationalist epistemes of Western modernity present larger problems for 
academic study—these are hardly restricted to queer scholarship. However, here I am 
interested in the distinct ways in which queer and transgender pasts implicate modernity’s 
epistemic and ontological others, and by extension, in the unique challenges that these 
pasts pose to projects of queer history making. 
In what follows, I first revisit a few trends in the so-called archival turn of queer 
studies. By foregrounding its ties to Foucauldian genealogy, I hope to show how queer 
critique has privileged the archive as a site of evidentiary repression—in other words, as 
an epistemological and discursive problemlatic. I pose this conception of the repressed 
archive against intellectual traditions that have more extensively theorized history beyond 
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the archive: strands in psychoanalytic, and especially, postcolonial theory, which instead 
emphasize the opacity and finitude of historical discourse, and in so doing, gesture at the 
basic irreducibility of the past to the human, human discourse, and human culture. This 
irreducibility, I suggest, is eclipsed by the queer drive to recuperate and restore repressed 
archives. Then, in Part II, I return to the transgender archive as a case study in queer pasts 
that frustrate familiar queer archival strategies. I thus make the potentially 
counterintuitive move of centering an archive in order to advocate displacing the archive 
as commonly theorized within queer studies. Part of what is queer about the transgender 
archive, I argue, is its encapsulation of pasts that obstinately elude the secular, rational, 
and anthropocentric hierarchies to which even postpositivist historiographies remain 
beholden—it is, in other words, an archive whose contents would seem to exceed the 
parameters of historical explanation. Invoking my own experience with this archive’s 
startling yet indeterminate affective force, I submit that this extrahistorical remainder has 
instilled the archive with an intangibly haunted character. However, against approaches 
to spectrality found in Marxist and psychoanalytic traditions--and against the theory of 
haunting developed more recently by Avery Gordon—I draw from postcolonial studies to 
suggest that the haunting of the transgender archive demands not a witnessing that would 
exorcise its ghosts (an epistemological project), but an attunement to ways of being that 
is more sensitized to the irreducible vitality of the archive’s spectral forces. I attempt to 
develop openness to a kind of animistic, relational ontology of transgender and 
transgender history. As new animist, postcolonial, and posthuman critics illustrate, 
rubrics of haunting like one we find in Gordon require the translation of a variegated 
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array of forces into a prior, and more stable schema of social structures. By asserting that 
unmanageable articulations about conspiracies, extraterrestrials, and spirits, for instance, 
be understood as sublimations of transphobic, capitalist, or racist power, hauntological 
readings risk reiterating, as Latour puts it, “inventing a hidden social drive, an 
unconscious” that “strictly limit[s] the set of agencies ‘really acting’ in the world.” 5 In 
this respect, hauntology is, in effect, both a rationalizing and modernist hermeneutic, in 
which scholars posit, a priori, a social order that subtends reality, and prefigures what 
forces, knowledges, and agencies are active in academic discourse. A hauntological 
reading territorializes disorganized truths within familiar structures of power, and restores 
claims about the inhuman and otherworldly to the manageable, secular domain of human 
culture.  
To avoid distilling the intractable materials of the transgender archive as mere 
metaphors for other hidden forces requires, to again adopt Latour’s words, an openness to 
the “metaphysical innovations” proffered by the archive, in particular, its nonnormative 
agencies.6 I argue, in the end, not so much for attentiveness to metaphorical ghosts, 
following Gordon, but to the literal ghostly presences of the archive as an instance of 
what Jean Langford has called an “alter-ontology,” and what new animists characterize as 
a “relational ontology.7 I suggest that the trans archive offers a way of being that is alive 
to the real—and not simply subjective—forces of conspiracies, miracles, spirits, aliens, 
and gods. By becoming sensitized not just to the archive’s absences but also to these 
pervasive and difficult presences, I suggest that the transgender archive moves us toward 
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an understanding of queer pasts as frustrating not (just) archivization but historicization 
altogether—even as it also offers up possibilities for being reciprocity in with the past 
that elude disciplinary and official historical knowledge. 
 
The Archive That Promises: Queer Studies and the Will to History 
“Why does sexuality (still) seek its truth in the historical archive?” 
-Anjali Arondekar  
 
As an intellectual formation that takes great pride in its interdisciplinarity, queer 
studies is not widely hailed as a uniquely historically minded field. And yet the pervasive 
sense that queer marks a fundamental and injurious disinheritance from history betokens 
the high stakes accorded to historical discourse within queer scholarship: as Heather Love 
has put it, “queer history has been an education in absence.”8 Especially in work 
associated with the affective turn, scholars have not only maintained but also actively 
investigated the political and psychic costs of historical loss, which continues to be 
rendered a primary site of queer injury and impetus for reparative historical production. 
Scholarship has reflected on queer as “left out” or “hidden” from historical texts and 
invoked the “systematic denial of historicity” and “pain of historical isolation” as central 
to queer experience.9 Carolyn Dinshaw, for instance, links what she calls a “queer 
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historical impulse” to contemporary projects of “self and community building.” Dinshaw 
is but one of a number of critics who capture the strongly felt sense that queer politics 
today must include a politics of history that will countervail the damages of historical 
erasure.10 
Especially in recent years, this problem of historical loss has been engaged 
increasingly as a problem of archivization. Indeed, although queer interest in archives has 
hardly been restricted to historical studies, the queer archival turn has heightened interest 
in problematics of historical loss for scholars working outside of disciplinary history. 
Within and beyond history departments, the queer archive emerges recurrently as an 
original cause of historical deprivation and the ultimate mechanism by which queer 
history may be secured or extinguished. Ann Cvetkovich’s influential work, for instance, 
speaks profusely to the “emotional need” for and “vital role” of archives, of queer as 
“hard to archive” and “resisting documentation.” Quoting Lauren Berlant and Michael 
Warner’s remark that queer is “difficult to entextualize as culture,” Cvetkovich 
establishes the critique of the archive as foundational to queer theory.11 Love‘s Feeling 
Backwards offers perhaps the most extensive meditation on the perceived grievousness of 
queer historical loss, as well as its basis in the archive: as she writes, “the longing for 
community across time is a crucial feature of queer historical experience, one produced 
by the historical isolation of individual queers as well as by the damaged quality of the 
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historical archive.”12 Though more vocal in their citations of the archive, such reflections 
are not wholly novel but elaborate on a longer historiographical tradition that construes 
the barriers to queer historical production mainly in terms of epistemological, and 
specifically, evidentiary, challenges. Perhaps since the field’s inception, historians of 
sexuality have presented themselves as grappling with an object distinguished by its 
textual evasions, elisions, and ephemerality, as tasked with speaking something 
ontologically marked by silence.13 Queer, in such accounts, has been barred from history 
because it resists written and even spoken expression—because, by striking queer from 
dominant records and inducing queer subjects to silence, power systematically 
discourages queer’s artifactualization. 
Certainly, this turn to the archive responds to a felt sense of isolation that is 
unquestionably quite real and, indeed, often painful. Without contesting the fact of this 
experience, however, I want to draw attention to how these accounts consolidate, as 
Anjali Arondekar insightfully puts it, a “privileged lexicon of erasures [and] silences” in 
queer engagements with history and archive alike.14 Though Foucault’s insights into the 
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productive capacity of power have always been influential to queer critique, scholarship 
still overwhelmingly figures queer’s relation to the historical archive as one of 
suppression or exclusion. In fact, historiographical claims about queer absence would 
seem to have begotten an ontology of the archive that recapitulates a kind of repressive 
hypothesis: this logic posits the queer archive as always impoverished and fractured, 
distinguished by power’s erasures and disavowals.15 Thus, even as scholarship has moved 
away from older activist efforts at “claiming” essentialized gay subjects across time and 
culture, scholarly critiques continue to prescribe reparative historical production as an 
antidote to repressive heteronormative power. Importantly, the possibility of creating new 
queer histories is widely understood to hinge upon successful negotiations with an 
unyielding archive. The dominant hermeneutic imperative of queer history might be 
described, to borrow John Howard’s words, as the difficult yet hopeful work of 
“read[ing] the silence.”16 
What I want to suggest is not that accounts of the archive’s absences are 
misguided per se but rather that we consider the extent to which theories of the damaged 
or incomplete archive are animated by a tacit injunction to historical recovery. Operative 
within this language of lack is, I think, what Arondekar has called queer history’s 
“seduction of access” and the concomitant privileging of recuperative reading practices. 
Even as queer critiques of the archive proliferate, and the turn to alternative archives 
becomes increasingly common, there remains a conviction that whatever it is that we 
                                                
15 Here I borrow heavily from Roderick Ferguson’s critique of the ontology of power in ethnic 
studies. See Ferguson, “The Repressive Hypothesis of the Ethnic Studies” (paper presented at the 
annual meeting of the American Studies Association, San Antonio, TX, November 2010). 
16 Howard, Men like That, 28. 
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hope to find can, in fact, be readily known—that it can do something for our established 
narrative and political possibilities if only we can develop more capacious and 
oppositional ways to look.17 The critique of sexuality’s incitement to discourse has not, in 
the end, deterred formidable efforts to make a supposedly taciturn archive speak, and 
scholars within and beyond historical studies have continually labored at reading and 
creating the queer archive anew.18 As in Derrida’s account, the archive stands as a 
primary site of queer historical loss but also, importantly, of possibility. As such, the 
array of discourses that self-describe as critiques of the archive collectively emerges as a 
return to and reaffirmation of the archive’s ultimate promise. These discussions evince an 
apparent faith that if only the archive can be found or created, can be deciphered or 
coaxed into revealing our mystified pasts, then we will be able to claim a queer history 
that restores. 
 I would argue that this attachment to the archive’s restorative promise is less a 
departure from Foucault (insofar as it reinstates a repressive hypothesis) than one of the 
field’s inheritances of Foucauldian archival strategies.19 In the influential essay 
                                                
17 Arondekar, For the Record, 6. 
18 A few works outside of strictly historical studies that align queer with archival critique, 
particularly the production and reading of alternative archives, include José Esteban Muñoz, 
“Ephemera as Evidence: Introductory Notes to Queer Acts,” in “Queer Acts,” special issue, 
Women and Performance: A Journal of Feminist Theory 8, no. 2 (1996): 5–16; Lauren Berlant 
The Queen of America Goes to Washington City (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1997), 12; 
and Judith (Jack) Halberstam, The Queer Art of Failure (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 
2011), 20; Ann Cvetkovich, “Drawing the Archive in Alison Bechdel’s Fun Home,” WSQ: 
Women’s Studies Quarterly, 36, no. 1-2 (Spring/Summer 2008), 111-128. 
19 Certain notable queer readings of archives have been avowedly Foucauldian—for example, 
David Halperin’s work and also Judith (Jack) Halberstam’s treatment of the Brandon Teena 
archive. But here I try to underscore Foucault’s influence on a larger breadth of projects that do 
not claim explicit fealty to his methods. David Halperin, How to Do the History of Homosexuality 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2002); Judith (Jack) Halberstam, In a Queer Time and 
Place: Transgender Bodies, Subcultural Lives (New York: New York University Press, 2005). 
  132 
“Nietzsche, Genealogy, History,” for instance, the elevation of the archive is presented as 
crucial to genealogical inquiry. The disintegration of unity and continuity that 
distinguishes genealogy is achieved through meticulous attention to archival detail and, 
Foucault writes, “vast accumulation of source material.”20 Here, for Foucault, genealogy 
is nothing if not a prescription for archival dedication and retrieval: it is “gray, 
meticulous, and patiently documentary . . . it must record the singularity of events . . . it 
must seek them in the most unpromising places, in what we tend to feel is without 
history—in sentiments, love, conscience, instincts.”21 In particular, it is by always 
suspecting and militating against anachronism that genealogy achieves critical purchase. 
Foucault advocates this as a strategy to denaturalize, or make worldly, that which is 
deemed ahistorical or beyond reproach. Through the archive, genealogy installs history 
where power would not allow it to be. Ultimately, even as it provincializes the objects of 
history, genealogy expands history itself into an increasingly totalizing discourse. A 
genealogy, Foucault writes, will “never neglect as inaccessible all the episodes of 
history.”22 Thus, in this account, as in queer historical studies, power primarily represses 
history, but its mystification of the past can be countered through critical archival 
engagement.23 Through expanded archival critique, “Nietzshce, Genealogy, History” 
                                                
20 Michel Foucault, “Nietzsche, Genealogy, History,” in Foucault: Aesthetics, Method, and 
Epistemology, ed. James D. Faubion, trans. Robert Hurley et al. (New York: New Press, 1998), 
21 Ibid., 369. 
22 Ibid., 373. 
23 My analysis of Foucault’s genealogical method as detailed in this particular essay—one widely 
cited by queer critics—is not meant to offer a final or exhaustive assessment of Foucault’s ideas 
on archives or history over the course of his career. Rather, I am attempting to highlight how a 
particular strain in Foucault’s thinking has been taken up by queer critics and ultimately, has 
greatly shaped how that field conceives of historical inquiry. While “Nietzsche, Genealogy, 
History,” elicits considerable optimism about the possibilities of historical recuperation, this view 
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proffers an expanded historical consciousness that articulates against a metaphysics that 
would naturalize dominant power structures—here, Foucault takes care to pose 
genealogy against the search for origins precisely because the origin narrative, with its 
presupposition of underlying forms, is metaphysical and thus hegemonic.  
However, other intellectual traditions have shown that the alternative to historical 
insight is not, inevitably, the tyranny of metaphysics. Complicating matters even further, 
in fact, other traditions do not inevitably echo the decisiveness with which Foucault 
aligns the metaphysical with the hegemonic. We may think, for instance, of 
psychoanalytically inflected fields like trauma studies that emphasize, counter to 
genealogy, the inaccessibility of the past conferred by the instability of language and 
boundaries of cognition. For Cathy Caruth, the traumatic event is an “affront to 
understanding” that disables the subject’s capacity to know it – in her rendering, 
traumatic recall is a confrontation with the past that conveys both “the truth of an event, 
and the truth of its incomprehensibility.” 24 Although psychoanalytic theories of trauma 
                                                                                                                                            
is arguably countermanded by other elements of Foucault’s writing—as well as by other scholars 
of Foucault—that instead stress the inaccessibility of reality, especially vis-à-vis the obfuscations 
of language (these themes are perhaps more visible in Foucault’s pre-genealogical writings). 
Likely the most extensive meditation on Foucault as a philosopher of language’s ineluctable 
limits can be found in Mark Jordan’s writing, which aligns Foucault with the tradition of 
apophatic theology. Jordan’s reading of Foucault is, of course, quite divergent from 
psychoanalytic theorists who have, in contrast, read Foucault as a philosopher who reifies 
language. Again, my intention here is not to offer a final interpretation of what Foucault himself 
“really” thought, but simply to emphasize the particular way his work has shaped contemporary 
queer histories—the archive as deployed in queer critique, in other words, would be more 
accurately understood as “Foucauldian,” rather than properly “Foucault’s.” See Mark Jordan, 
Convulsing Bodies: Religion and Resistance in Foucault (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 
2014). Cf Joan Copjec, Read My Desire: Lacan Against the Historicists (Cambridge: MIT Press, 
1994).  
24 Cathy Caruth, “Recapturing the Past: Introduction,” in Trauma: Explorations in Memory, ed. 
Cathy Caruth (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1995), 154, 153, emphasis in original. 
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share with Foucault the centering of the human, at the same time, these works also 
underscore the past as an object that escapes the production and circulation of meaning 
and ideas, privileged in Foucauldian genealogy and discourse analysis.25 Notably, 
Caruth’s appeal to the “truth of an event” also bespeaks an investment in the objective, 
human-independent etiologies of trauma, as experiences that cannot be reduced to 
textuality, ideation, or representation. The stakes of this arguably realist position (though 
realism is not a designation usually afforded to trauma studies) are particularly visible in 
this literature’s focus on such cataclysmic events as the holocaust, which scholars have 
been justly unwilling to reduce to domains of subjectivity or discourse.26 Outside of 
trauma studies, critics in Lacanian schools of thought have posed the notion of 
foreclosure specifically as a counterpoint to the incorporative historicism of Foucault.27 
Although articulated as a critique of new historicism--a movement indebted but certainly 
not reducible to Foucault’s own work--I would highlight in particular a passage by Joan 
Copjec that I think speaks equally to genealogy’s disallowance of an irrecoverable past. 
She writes: 
Although it may at first appear that this deference to discontinuity betokens new 
historicism’s commitment to a disparagement of our belief in the complete 
survival of the past—after all, we note, its constant refrain is that history is not 
retrieved, nor even retrievable, but constructed—its unwavering adherence to the 
tenet that there is nothing outside history, nothing that is not historicizable, 
                                                                                                                                            
See also Ruth Leys “The Pathos of the Literal: Trauma and the Crisis of Representation,” in 
Trauma: A Genealogy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000), 298. 
25 More recent work on trauma in the wake of the ontological turn has gone further in challenging 
the reduction of reality, past and present, to human ideation, e.g., Teresa Brennen, The 
Transmission of Affect. 
26 See Dominic LaCapra, Representing the Holocaust: History, Theory, Trauma (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 1996); Shoshana Felman and Dori Laub, Testimony: Crises of Witnessing in 
Literature, Psychoanalysis, and History (New York: Routledge, 2013). 
27 See Joan Copjec, Read My Desire. See also Copjec, introduction to Supposing the Subject, ed. 
Copjec (New York: Verso, 1994), vii–xiii. 
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countermands our preliminary impression by installing elsewhere a notion of the 
impossibility of irrecoverable loss. Its stolid denial of any . . . notion that there is 
a beyond internal to historical reality, or that there is something that will forever 
remain inarticulable in any historical text, is what leads new historicism to isolate 
each historical moment from the one preceding and following it, and to reduce it 
to its contemporaneity with itself. . . . Its absolute abhorrence of anachronism . . . 
is, rather, a symptom of the aversion of the new historicism to the notion of a loss 
that can never be made good.28 
 
Notably, Copjec’s diagnosis of historicism, which she recurrently associates with 
Foucault and genealogy, is quite different from debates among queer critics who 
have variously claimed and indicted historicism as an altericist methodology—
rather, in Copjec’s reading, even the alleged altericists of queer history would 
appear as proponents of access and recuperation.29 
 Albeit in a very different vein, critics in postcolonial studies have also treated 
history as more opaque and fraught than we find in “Nietzsche, Genealogy, History.” 
History, of course, is not just the reverse discourse operationalized by genealogy but also 
the dominant discourse of the Enlightenment—as Nicholas Dirks puts it, a “sign of the 
modern.”30 Underscoring the persistent resonances between dominant and revisionist 
histories, postcolonialists have insisted that all historical knowledge, as Stuart McLean 
writes, is “founded on the silencing and sublation of other ways of knowing.”31 Perhaps 
most famously, Spivak’s “Can the Subaltern Speak?”—which specifically targets the 
                                                
28 Copjec, Supposing the Subject, viii–ix. 
29 See also Copjec, Read My Desire. While participants on both sides of the queer historicism 
debate have claimed genealogy, Copjec rejects genealogy as a failed effort to break from 
historicism. Cf. Jonathan Goldberg and Madhavi Menon, “Queering History,” PMLA 120, no. 5 
(2005): 1608–17; Carla Freccero, “Queer Times,” South Atlantic Quarterly 106, no. 3 (2007): 
486–87; Carolyn Dinshaw et al., “Theorizing Queer Temporalities: A Roundtable Discussion,” 
GLQ 13, nos. 2–3 (2007): 177–95; Valerie Traub, “The New Unhistoricism in Queer Studies.” 
30 Nicholas Dirks, “History as a Sign of the Modern,” Public Culture 2, no. 2 (1990): 25–32. 
31 Stuart McLean, The Event and Its Terrors: Ireland, Famine, Modernity, 17. 
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presumptions of transparency and access in Foucault—offers a forceful rebuttal to the 
assumption that incorporating subjects into history’s purview constitutes a self-evident 
good.32 Building on Max Weber, Dipesh Chakrabarty’s work, like McLean’s, specifically 
highlights the secularism of even alternative historiographies. As Chakrabarty writes: “In 
employing modern historical consciousness (whether in academic writing or outside of 
it), we think of a world that . . . is already disenchanted. Gods, spirits, and other 
‘supernatural’ forces can claim no agency in our narratives.”33 In a departure from queer 
assertions of the “need for history,” Chakrabarty also points out that the historical 
impulse is hardly a universal given. “Why,” he asks, “is history a compulsory part of 
education of the modern person in all countries today, including those that did quite 
comfortably without it until as late as the eighteenth century? Why should children all 
over the world today have to come to terms with a subject called ‘history’ when we know 
that this compulsion is neither natural nor ancient?”34 In such a reading, the queer’s “felt 
need for history” would seem to index not an exclusion from modernity but the success 
with which queer has been incorporated into the affective life of the modern subject. 
Importantly, these critiques in psychoanalytic and postcolonial studies construct 
the exclusions of academic histories not as strictly epistemological, but also ontological—
in so doing, they proffer theories of the past that are, in important respects, both more 
decisively realist and more antifoundationalist than can be found in many queer debates 
                                                
32 Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, “Can the Subaltern Speak?” in Marxism and the Interpretation of 
Culture, ed. Cary Nelson and Lawrence Grossberg (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1988), 
271–313. 
33 Dipesh Chakrabarty, “The Time of History and the Times of Gods,” in The Politics of Culture 
in the Shadow of Capital, ed. Lisa Lowe and David Lloyd (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 
1997), 36. 
34 Dipesh Chakrabarty, Provincializing Europe, 41. 
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over history in the wake of the archival turn. For trauma studies, the past refuses 
disciplinarization as knowledge because of the radical discontinuity between the 
cognitive faculties of the subject and the objective reality of the traumatic event, which 
overflows human cognition. For postcolonial studies, history—as a modernist, secular, 
and anthropocentric project—banishes not just the subaltern knowledges of the human, 
but also the nonhuman beings that are integral to the lifeways of the colonized. For 
Chakrabarty, in fact, overwriting the ontological as objects of knowledge (i.e., history 
translates nonhuman entities into signs of human culture that tell the scholar something 
about that culture), is precisely the mechanism by which history secures its imperialist 
function as a universal explanatory form. Thus, as Alan Klima echoes, “culture,” in such 
contexts, becomes “a favored form for readmitting alterity into liberal discourse on that 
discourse’s own terms.” 35 Chakrabarty argues forcefully against epistemological 
hermeneutics that would seek to discipline accounts of the nonhuman as mere artifacts of 
belief and culture—a reading that enshrines “culture” as a universal medium and shores 
up Western modernist epistemologies rather than undermining them. It is in this vein—in 
the naturalization of anthropocentric historical time and explanation—that Giorgio 
Agamben observes history’s status as the “last refuge of transcendental humanism.”36  
                                                
35 Alan Klima, The Funeral Casino: Meditation, Massacre, and Exchange with the Dead in 
Thailand (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2009), 20. Rayne Willerslev, reflecting on this 
practice in anthropological studies of animism, points out that in reducing analysis to “those 
relations that obtain within [a] human community… the anthropologist relies on a somewhat 
tautological process of deduction: he knows in advance how to explain the given reality of other 
people’s animistic beliefs, and then relies on a thorough but predictable model [of social 
constructivism] to do so.” Rayne Willerslv, Soul Hunters: Hunitng, Animism, and Personhood 
among the Siberian Yukaghirs (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2007), 182;  
36 Giorgio Agamben, Infancy and History: The Destruction of Experience (New York: Verso, 
1993), 106. 
  138 
In their negotiations with the past, these critics have argued not for a more 
meticulous history, not for more creative and rigorous engagements with the archive, but 
for a critique that asks, as Chakrabarty writes, “how this seemingly imperious, all-
pervasive code might be deployed or thought so that we have at least a glimpse of its own 
finitude, a vision of what might constitute an outside to it.”37 Such critiques draw 
attention not just to the obvious Enlightenment master narratives but also to moments of 
tacit, secular rationality in Foucault’s writing, to genealogy’s points of complicity with 
the modernist regimes it otherwise opposes. “Nietzsche, Genealogy, History,” for 
instance, counterposes historical method not just against the knowledges of 
metaphysicians and demagogues—Foucault’s more familiar straw men—but also against 
memory and religious knowledge.38 Sounding even a bit like Hegel, Foucault casts 
religion as a relic of a more primitive past, proper only to a prehistoric time before the 
Fall. As he writes, the analytically archaic quest for origins “comes before the body, 
before the world and time; it is associated with gods, and its story is always sung as a 
theogony.”39 
 What I have attempted to suggest, in sum, is that recent queer historical 
production seems to have inherited tenets from Foucauldian genealogy that construct and 
position the archive in a particular way: genealogy tells us that critical histories are the 
antidote to hegemonic erasure and that the archive is the means to undoing power’s 
historical mystifications. Impelled by genealogical injunctions to access and retrieval, 
queer scholarship becomes predisposed not only to unconditionally valorize historical 
                                                
37 Chakrabarty, “The Time of History and the Times of Gods,” 56 
38 Foucault, “Nietzsche, Genealogy, History,” 384, 385. 
39 Ibid., 372. 
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production per se, but also to encounter barriers to historicization mainly as evidentiary 
(in other words, epistemological) problems--in particular, as problems of archival 
repression.40 The queer archive is thus practically fated to be an archive of absence. But 
these analytics of history and archive are not universal, and they find counterpoints in 
other bodies of critique: critiques which posit the past as more fraught, obscured, and 
irretrievable than we find in discussions of the queer archive, but which also challenge 
the reduction of the past to problematics of human epistemology and representation—
privileged paradigms of the queer archival turn. My concern is that queer archival 
investments risk exonerating “history” as too transparent a sign, a sign not beholden to 
the unique problems posed by the irreducible, nonrepresentational referent of queer pasts, 
and neglecting questions about the explanatory capacity of historical discourse. In 
particular, such critiques threaten to reiterate genealogy’s resistance to the possibility that 
even counterhegemonic historiographies must affirm certain exclusions and foreclosures. 
Might even the most critical queer histories have the capacity not just to recuperate but 
also to sublate and disavow our pasts—and not just when they fail but also when they 
                                                
40 I do not imply, of course, that all existing historical scholarship has been indiscriminately 
valorized but that historiographical criticism tends to eventually culminate in prescriptions for 
“better” histories, thus affirming historical discourse per se. Consider, for example, 
historiographical commentary on the occlusions of identity categories, often critiqued as 
conferring stability and coherence onto subjects that resist consolidation. Such critiques typically 
produce, in response, calls for a more rigorous historiography with enhanced attentiveness to 
hitherto elided social complexity, that is, another (now revitalized) recuperative program. This 
interpretation of the elisions of queer history as excesses of social complexity is, I would argue, a 
paradigmatically Foucauldian (and historicist) reading. It yields an equally Foucauldian decree: 
scholarship must become attuned to specificity, contingency, discontinuity, and so forth. Here I 
try to consider the limits of this reading pattern by centering excesses not (just) of social 
complexity but of social alterity—excesses not mitigated by a more nuanced or refined historical 
program. Cf. David Halperin, “How to do the History of Male Homosexuality,” GLQ 6, no. 1 
(2000): 87–124; Martha Umphrey, “The Trouble with Harry Thaw,” Radical History Review, no. 
62 (1995): 9–23; Scott Bravmann, Queer Fictions of the Past: History, Culture, and Difference 
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 1997). 
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succeed? Genealogy does not encourage us to question whether the queer historical 
impulse is indeed inevitably reparative. 
But what, specifically, might it look like to encounter the queer archive 
differently? Rather than revive the rubrics of erasure and retrieval, I now turn to my own 
encounters with the material imprints of post-Stonewall transvestite and transsexual 
activism—what I have called the “transgender archive”—in an effort to concretize a 
problematic of queer history that hinges not on the archive itself but on interpolating the 
archive’s contents into the form of knowledge we call history. While I focus on materials 
pertaining to 1970s activism (partly because this has been such an important historical 
moment for contemporary transgender critique), I use the designation “transgender 
archive” in accordance with Foucault’s broad formulation. This positions me to then 
evaluate how the archive, so framed, does and does not ultimately accede to practices of 
archival scrutiny and recuperation. By reading this archive alongside critics who 
underscore the inaccessibility of the past and limits of historical explanation, I hope to 
shift inquiry toward a conception of “queer” not simply as excluded from existing 
archives and histories but as rubbing up against the boundaries of historical 
understanding—toward a conception of queer, in other words, as something that exceeds 
historicization. 
 
Traversing Transgender Pasts: On the Ghosts in the Transgender Archive 
“I may be crazy but that don’t make me wrong.” 
—Marsha P. Johnson 
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With the growth of transgender studies and politics since the 1990s, “transgender” 
has emerged as a distinctive object of the queer historical impulse. Though they enjoy 
varying degrees of renown, there is a perceptible emergent roster of recurring subjects in 
the expanding historiography of transgender politics during the post-Stonewall period. 
These include not only Angela Douglas of TAO but also transsexual philanthropist Reed 
Erickson, who founded the Erickson Educational Foundation (EEF); Lee Brewster of the 
New York Queens Liberation Front; and, perhaps most renowned of all, Sylvia Rivera 
and Marsha P. Johnson, founders of Street Transvestite Action Revolutionaries (STAR) 
in New York City.41 Reacting against the perceived neoliberalization of “mainstream” 
LGBT politics, Rivera and Johnson have become especially important in progressive 
queer cultures as symbols of a radical, intersectional inheritance that usefully antithesizes 
a homonormative present. In recent years, activist organizations, service providers, 
academic awards, and even indie music groups have adopted the names of Rivera and 
Johnson in their posthumous honor.42 
I would propose that the broad archive these histories have mined both does and 
does not present as an archetypical queer archive. By all appearances, the archive of early 
                                                
41 See Stryker, Transgender History; Joanne Meyerowitz, How Sex Changed: A History of 
Transsexuality in the United States (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2002); Jessi Gan, 
“Still at the Back of the Bus: Sylvia Rivera’s Struggle,” Centro: Journal of the Center for Puerto 
Rican Studies 19, no. 1 (2007): 124–39; Stephan Cohen, The Gay Liberation Youth Movement in 
New York: “An Army of Lovers Cannot Fail” (New York: Routledge, 2007); and Susana Peña, 
“Gender and Sexuality in Latina/o Miami: Documenting Latina Transsexual Activists,” Gender 
and History 22, no. 3 (2010): 755–72. 
42 Examples include the Sylvia Rivera Law Project in New York City, the Metropolitan 
Community Church’s Sylvia Rivera Food Pantry, and City University of New York’s Sylvia 
Rivera fellowship in transgender studies. Music group Antony and the Johnsons is named after 
Johnson. Activist and critic Reina Gossett’s work on Rivera and Johnson on her blog The Spirit 
Was (thespiritwas.tumblr.com) exemplifies this popular will to memory around these activists, as 
does the recent documentary of Johnson, Pay It No Mind: The Life and Times of Marsha P. 
Johnson, directed by Michael Kasino (San Francisco: Frameline, 2012), DVD. 
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transgender activism is in fact damaged, broken even, but it is hardly erased or silenced—
it is, at least in my own experience, an extremely noisy archive indeed. As I have 
suggested, Douglas’s obituary captures a glimpse of something intangibly “off,” 
uncommented upon, yet insistent in this archive and its resultant historiography. Upon 
closer inspection, the central personalities therein emerge as unusual at best and, at worst, 
seemingly psychotic—their lives are marked as much by political struggle as by any 
number of less intelligible phenomena. Individually inconsequential, perhaps, but striking 
in their sheer pervasiveness, such details range from amusing to simply confusing to 
macabre—from benign to downright fatal. 
Erickson’s biographer Aaron Devor, for instance, repeatedly concedes to 
Erickson’s “eccentric” personality.43 Erickson owned a pet leopard named Henry, to 
which he was deeply attached. He took up residence in an “opulent” mansion in Mexico, 
which he named “the Love Joy Palace,” prompting Deborah Rudacille to later assess his 
lifestyle as “hedonistic.”44 In addition to funding Harry Benjamin’s research on gender 
identity, Erickson was a longtime donor to New Age healing initiatives, dream and 
psychedelic drug research, and John Lily’s efforts to communicate with dolphins.45 
Toward the end of his life, Erickson struggled with drug abuse and was reportedly prone 
to increasing bouts of paranoia. Devor and Nicholas Matte write: “He was frequently 
difficult to deal with and was often highly distrustful and suspicious of others, 
                                                
43 Aaron Devor and Nicholas Matte, “ONE Inc. and Reed Erickson: The Uneasy Collaboration of 
Gay and Trans Activism, 1964–2003,” GLQ 10, no. 2 (2004): 188. 
44 Deborah Rudacille, The Riddle of Gender: Science, Activism, and Transgender Rights (New 
York: Pantheon, 2005), 119. 
45 Devor and Matte, “ONE Inc.,” 187. 
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particularly those closest to him. He had become uncharacteristically inattentive to his 
business interests, forgetful, and increasingly unreliable.”46 
These thematics are reprised in the documentation of Erickson’s contemporaries. 
As was not uncommon for gender-nonconforming people then and now, Rivera, Johnson, 
and Douglas were subject to routine police abuse and arrest; they also lived in varying 
degrees of homelessness, poverty, and drug addiction, frequently relying on sex work and 
other criminalized economies to survive. The record of their lives, however, does not 
permit a clear demarcation between, on the one hand, the obviously “political,” externally 
inflicted hardships wrought by the systems of racism, capitalism, and transphobia in 
which they were caught and, on the other, the more nebulous matter of their 
nonnormative personalities. Rivera avowed her own struggles with mental illness and 
reportedly attempted suicide on at least two occasions.47 But today, even her staunchest 
defenders often cite her more diffusely “volatile” and disruptive behavior, coding her as 
affectively nonnormative. Her drug and alcohol use have been widely remarked upon and 
often linked to her departures from standards of interpersonal propriety, as well as to her 
indigence and poor physical health. As Stephen Cohen writes in his history of gay youth 
organizing, “Sylvia’s angry and confrontational style, at times unleashed by alcohol and 
drugs, could intimidate.48 In Dudley Cleninden and Adam Nagourney’s account, Rivera’s 
political critiques are more dramatically overshadowed by her nonnormative 
comportment: the description they offer of Rivera’s intervention against transphobic 
lesbian feminists at the 1973 pride march belabors Rivera’s “bizarre presentation,” 
                                                
46 Ibid., 196. 
47 Gan, “Back of the Bus,” 129, 133. 
48 Cohen, Gay Liberation Youth Movement, 96.  
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“unsteady” gait, “slurred speech,” and “screech[ing]” voice.49 In all of these accounts, 
scholars elicit considerable difficulty in disarticulating Rivera’s politics from their 
commentary her status as a disorderly, erratic, and unstable historical figure. 
Rivera’s STAR cofounder, Johnson, is likewise referenced as maintaining only a 
tenuous grasp on lucidity, especially as her life progressed, and allusions to her 
eccentricity and mental instability permeate scholarly and popular accounts of her life. 
Sounding much like the writer of Douglas’s obituary, former Village Voice reporter 
Michael Musto reflects that it wasn’t until he set about researching Johnson’s life that he 
learned that she “wasn’t just a kook.”50 The extent to which unruly and eccentric 
transgender personalities seem to stubbornly impose themselves onto scholarly analyses 
of transgender politics, even in activist histories, is also evoked in Cohen’s decision to 
refer to Rivera and Johnson predominantly by their first names—declining stylistic 
conventions for referencing historical subjects, Cohen opts instead for a standard applied 
to fictional characters.51 Along with her more laudatory remarks on TAO, Stryker has 
assessed Douglas as “more of a gadfly and provocateur than a movement builder” and 
                                                
49 Dudley Clendinen and Adam Nagourney, Out for Good: The Struggle to Build a Gay Rights 
Movement in America (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1999), 171. Cleninden and Nagourney 
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noted that she was prone to “psychotic breaks” and “paranoid ravings.”52 Joanne 
Meyerowitz, who is overall quite positive in her portrayal, offers the following: 
Douglas lambasted the people who disagreed with her and made increasingly 
strange accusations that put off virtually everyone else. She suspected the Central 
Intelligence Agency of setting up the program at Johns Hopkins and publicly 
associated the EEF with the alleged government plot. And she linked Donald 
Laub, a founding surgeon of Stanford’s Gender Identity Clinic, with a bizarre plot 
among doctors to transplant the brains of transsexuals. She saw conspiracies 
everywhere and believed that others were trying to steal her name and her ideas. 
She soon won a reputation as a disruptive figure who fostered dissension within 
the radical wing of the movement. Suzan Cooke, the San Francisco activist, had 
little tolerance for Douglas, even though she generally shared her political views. 
Cooke thought that Douglas ‘was nuts’ and ‘didn’t care for her.”53 
 
Meyerowitz also echoes Devor and Matte’s narration of Erickson’s “tragic decline” into 
drug addiction and “growing mental instability.”54 As she notes, “By the end of the 1980s 
he was paranoid and delusional.”55 
And yet, even in spite of these conspicuous avowals of transgender eccentricities, 
I would suggest that on the whole, academic accounts actually downplay the 
unorthodoxies of these activists’ lives, citing them parenthetically, for instance, before 
returning to the weightier concern of their political work. Details of capricious behavior, 
bizarre truth claims, or interpersonal improprieties tend to be relegated to descriptive 
asides—albeit often sensationalistic ones—recounted perhaps to contribute color, 
entertainment value, or a humanistic sense of the individual foibles that underwrite the 
impersonal work of organizing for large-scale structural change. Thus, these 
unorthodoxies, while certainly acknowledged by existing literatures, have yet to be 
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treated as integral to transgender politics. If anything, possibly in effort to resist popular 
notions of transgender people as at once insane, tragic, and absurd, transgender 
historiographies have seemed more often to advance histories of agential and politicized 
communities—of subjects with sensible, self-interested aspirations.56  
Perhaps unsurprisingly, then, a great deal of the transgender archive is even more 
perplexing than existing secondary accounts suggest. Erickson’s interests in psychedelia, 
parapsychology, and threshold experiences were not, as they have appeared in the 
historiography, mere footnotes to his work on transsexualism. Rather, these pursuits 
permeate the EEF’s publications and strongly suggest a perceived connection to his more 
recognized work. The EEF Newsletter meticulously details developments in, for 
example, the psychology of religious, mystical, and psychedelic experience, devices for 
inducing altered states of consciousness, hypnosis, telepathy, and psychokinesis. 
Erickson also apparently commissioned Lily to procure a series of paintings produced 
under the influence of a “hitherto unknown . . . powerful hallucinogen” discovered in 
south-central Mexico.57 
Historical accounts have likewise offered scant commentary on the fact that under 
Douglas’s leadership, TAO appealed to and cited existing support from extraterrestrials, 
employed supernatural forces as social change tools, and explored political fantasies 
apparently adapted from science fiction. TAO’s newsletters featured a regular “UFO-
Occult” section, and the group issued a directive to its membership to “protect and assist 
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extra-terrestrials, UFO crews, and their vehicles should the situation arise.”58 Douglas 
was optimistic about extraterrestrials’ interest in liberating human transsexuals—she 
regarded them as natural allies, inasmuch as transsexuals were accustomed to being 
treated like an unearthly creatures—and TAO reported that their publication of a cartoon 
inviting space invaders to overtake Earth prompted a sudden spate of UFO sightings 
across the southern United States.59  
The peculiar posthumanism of Erickson’s fascination with dolphin 
communication and his leopard life partner finds a counterpart not just in TAO’s 
extraterrestrial coalition work but also in Suzun David’s newsletter artwork, which 
depicts trans women as robots, in space suits (possibly as aliens themselves), and with 
nonhuman animals.60 TAO, whose president Collette Goudie was a “practicing Satanist,” 
especially drew from members’ occult expertise to “effect political change and for the 
defense of its members.”61 In 1973, the group made national press when it rallied its 
Santera membership to publicly hex Robin Morgan after a spate of transphobic remarks 
at the West Coast Lesbian Conference.62 Douglas’s own writings not only detail her 
activism but also embed this history in her experiences with aliens and ESP, excursions 
into psychedelic music scenes, and multiple (and, I will admit, often seemingly 
apocryphal) ties to famous celebrities. Extraterrestrials figure prominently in the 
evolution of her sexual identity and politics in particular—Douglas seemed to find the 
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prospect of otherwordly encounters more viable and sensible than heterosexuality: as she 
wryly noted of her adolescence: “Sex and UFOs came into my life about the same time. 
My feelings about sex were ones of shock and disbelief. I was shocked… even 
disgusted… that men would put their penises inside women.”63 Douglas was deeply 
affected by her discovery that a close friend was a nonhuman entity, seemingly alien but 
possibly Satan, with “grey reptilian, leathery skin, hairless, with coal black eyes,” who 
had come to earth to ”to aid human transsexuals.”64 As Douglas’s life progressed, later 
writings retain less discernable coherence, emphasize theories of conspiracy, and center 
feelings of anger, bitterness, and melancholy. Douglas’s second autobiographical work, 
Hollywood’s Obsession, is an indictment of her various impersonators and the numerous 
films, publications, and other texts that have plagiarized elements of her work and 
personal life.65 In the late 1990s, she apparently rejected her identity as a woman, 
claiming to be a “mutilated, sexless man” who transitioned only in an effort to win back 
her lesbian ex-wife.66 Despite winning a state lottery in 1991 (she spent the winnings on 
sports cars), Douglas spent most of her life in degrees of homelessness and poverty, and 
she appears to have lived out her final years bereft of significant friend, family, or 
community support.67 
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Eccentricity, addiction, paranoia, and delusion appear, in sum, endemic to the 
transgender archive, and yet even as they have forced their way into historical accounts, 
no account has endeavored to synthesize them, comment on their recurrence, or name 
them a proper object of this history. Each of these varied and inexplicable damages 
remains atomized—individually recognized, even lamented, but ultimately 
epiphenomenal to the historiography’s intellectual and political end. And yet, by the time 
I read the Internet postings authored by Douglas late in her life—extended, nonsensical 
treatises on conspiracies, her musical fame, hatred of African Americans, and other 
topics—it had become difficult for me not to see the whole of Douglas’s past seething 
behind the incomprehensible tirades of her final years.68 Taken as a whole, and as an 
eerily recurrent pattern, these unincorporated materials elicit a sense of unease and 
unresolve that feels resonant with Avery Gordon’s theory of haunting. Here, as described 
by Gordon, the archive offers “a case of inarticulate experiences, . . . of spiraling affects, 
of more than one story at a time, of the traffic in domains of experience that are anything 
but transparent and referential. It is a case of modernity’s violence and wounds, and a 
case of the haunting reminder of the complex social relations in which we live.”69 In this 
sense, the unsettling affective force of the transgender archive might be read, against the 
grain of the disciplinary historian, as a diagnostic of a “state in which a repressed or 
unresolved social violence is making itself known.”70 The archive seems fraught with 
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materials for which historians lack a critical vocabulary but which remain insistently 
there, demanding their due, inflicting themselves even on the hardiest efforts to coax an 
intelligible history from an implacable archive. And so more than one research trip has 
found me squandering hours of precious reading room time, helplessly transcribing the 
minutiae of alien abductions, without quite knowing why. 
It would, of course, be hubristic to attempt a definitive etiology of the apparent 
madness that marked many of these lives, and yet this madness asserts itself with such 
intensity that it has become nearly inconceivable to me as anything other than systemic, 
as somehow symptomatic of the destructive forces in which these infelicitous subjects 
were caught. And, at times, it is even possible to conjure certain spectral genealogies: 
claims that have been hailed by some as “delusion” are by no means easily disentangled 
from accounts of living in a violently transphobic capitalist order. The writer of 
Douglas’s obituary, who ridiculed her belief in a conspiracy of doctors, did not know that 
Douglas’s own surgeon was notorious for performing budget sex reassignment 
procedures on anyone who could pay, sometimes in hotel rooms, in garages, and on 
kitchen tables. He lost his medical license the same year he operated on Douglas and was 
convicted of murder in 1998 following a botched illegal leg amputation on a man with 
body integrity identity disorder.71 Sylvia Rivera offers an eerily resonant account of 
discovering, after their effects prompted an emergency room trip, that she had been given 
                                                
71 Paul Ciotti, “Why Did He Cut off That Man’s Leg? The Peculiar Practice of Dr. John Ronald 
Brown,” Los Angeles Weekly, December 15, 1999, www.laweekly.com/1999-12-23/news/why-
did-he-cut-off-that-man-s-leg; Stranger than Fiction, “John Ronald Brown: World’s Worst Sex 
Change Surgeon,” www.mymultiplesclerosis.co.uk/stranger-than-fiction/sex-change-
surgeon.html (accessed May 4, 2010). 
  151 
“monkey hormones” by a New York City doctor.72 Faced with national political 
retrenchment, precarious material conditions, and growing opposition from supposed 
allies in gay and women’s liberation, perhaps the fact that unresourced groups like TAO 
reached out to aliens and spirits as allies might be interpreted as a shrewd tactical 
maneuver—perhaps we might read their departures from the worldly, secular norms of 
politics not as groundless or simply quirky but as responses to shifting and hostile 
political terrains. Indeed, the supernatural would seem to offer agential capacities to TAO 
that could not be secured for them within the rationalities of the state or of liberal reform. 
Confronted with such barely perceptible traces, part of the appeal of listening to ghosts 
may be that it offers explanatory frames that, while not traditionally historical, still help 
us annex some of the archive’s unruly materials to the narrative and political aspirations 
that have characterized queer history all along. 
Much of this archive’s unwieldiness stems from its eschewals of the secular and 
rational epistemes of disciplinary history, but this haunting also elicits a more nebulous 
sense of the limits of empirical adjudication. In fact, perhaps the most unnerving of the 
transgender archive’s materials are its obituaries: the central figures therein evince a 
disturbing propensity to die. As I have recounted, Douglas’s obituary attests to her 
deteriorating mental and physical health before her death at age sixty-four. In 1992, the 
body of Johnson, who was forty-seven, was found floating in the Hudson River. Despite 
protestations from friends and activists, the New York Police Department quickly ruled 
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her death a suicide.73 Rivera passed away at age fifty of liver cancer, likely incurred, 
some press insinuated, by her own drug and alcohol consumption.74 Brewster of the 
Queens Liberation Front also enters this roster of premature deaths: another casualty of 
cancer, he passed away on May 19, 2000, at age fifty-seven.75 I was unable to locate an 
obituary for Erickson, who died possibly of an overdose in early 1992 in Mexico, where 
he had fled to avoid drug indictments in the United States.76 Collectively, these deaths 
bring to mind Grace Kyungwon Hong’s ruminations on a succession of “natural” deaths 
of black women scholars. Drawing from James Baldwin’s injunction to “bring out your 
dead,” Hong writes that it is “shocking to say and impossible to prove that these women 
suffered early deaths because the battles around race, gender, and sexuality were being 
waged so directly through and on their bodies. Yet the names bear witness to this 
unknowable truth.”77 Like their lives, the deaths of these activists bespeak an 
unintelligibility to the historical record, and perhaps it is because of this that they have 
retained such an acute capacity to haunt. More than anything else, I think, these 
unknowable imprints, the evidence of things not seen, constitute the ghostly matters of 
the transgender archive. 
Following Gordon, the pressing question for scholars would be to consider how 
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our work might become more willing to bear witness to these ghosts. What would it 
mean, we might ask, for a historiography to acknowledge a disorganized personality, 
self-inflicted death, or paranoid fantasy whose etiology is power? I would argue, 
however, that the interpretive dilemma of the transgender archive is even more fraught: 
What would it mean to suggest that the transgender archive does not just inevitably 
include, but is in fact distinguished by materials that seem averse to historical synthesis? 
Arguably, these recalcitrant materials are neither incidental nor simply another instance 
of modernity’s disavowals, but are an integral feature of the specific pasts for which the 
archive stands—in other words, part of what particularizes the archive as queer. In this 
reading, TAO’s status as a group of mostly low-income transsexuals of color was 
precisely what foreclosed their access to conventional reform structures, and thus what 
prompted their turn to praxes that the historian cannot easily adjudicate. Inasmuch as 
disciplinary history remains a secular, rational, anthropocentric and empiricist inquiry, 
viewing the refusals of these paradigms as endemic to queer pasts demands considerable 
reflection about the costs, stakes, and requirements of historicizing those pasts. 
Importantly, these are questions that hinge not on the archive per se but on the 
assimilation of the archive into the knowledge form of history. 
This dilemma that the transgender archive presents seems poised to benefit from 
Chakrabarty’s distinction between what he calls “minority histories” and “subaltern 
pasts.” The former, he writes, are distinguished by a “struggle for inclusion and 
representation” within established secular and liberal frameworks of historical 
production; the latter, however, index experiences that “cannot ever enter academic 
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history as belonging to the historian’s own position.”78 As he notes, even postpositivist 
histories remain beholden to certain shared standards of reason and believability. In a 
pithy observation, Chakrabarty illuminates a central challenge of the transgender archive: 
“A madman’s narrative is not history.”79 Certainly, reason has been a justly maligned 
term in queer critique, but Chakrabarty is forceful in his insistence that all truths and 
lifeworlds are not historically equivalent, even to the most democratic scholar. 
Chakrabarty belabors in particular that in the modern West to date, the pasts constructed 
by history are disenchanted and do not admit the interventions of supernatural forces into 
human affairs. The historian can, of course, provide an account of nonsecular belief 
systems (and may even dignify such beliefs as “subjugated knowledges”), but the 
historian cannot take a definitive stance on the object of such beliefs—on the actual 
existence and interference of supernatural beings with human social orders. Engaging 
TAO’s work with spirits from a position of nonjudgment, or attempting to read TAO’s 
nonsecularity through its social context, is not equivalent to affirming the actions of those 
spirits in my own authorial voice—a matter on which, even in a hauntological reading, 
the historian is enjoined to agnosticism.80 
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As Chakrabarty argues, when confronted with materials that elude the rational and 
godless time of history--spirits or “delusions,” in the case of the transgender archive--
scholars are impelled to interpret. Chakrabarty’s assertion, that the secular time of history 
is secured by translating problematic enunciations into human belief, finds a counterpart 
in other postcolonial and new animist work on spirits, which have resisted anchoring 
religious beliefs in social contexts. As Diego Escolar notes, although the study of the 
supernatural has been foundational to the discipline of anthropology, anthropology 
incorporates accounts of the supernatural only through “the exclusion of their referent”— 
by systematically displacing the ontological status of extraordinary occurrences and 
reducing them to their observable phenomenological and discursive effects.81 In much the 
same vein, in previous negotiations with the transgender archive, scholars have carefully 
presented beliefs as such, incorporating otherwise inadmissible enunciations by marking 
authorial distance from them. Johnson, for instance, enters history as someone who threw 
offerings into the Hudson River because she believed it would bring her good fortune—or 
possibly, as activist Randy Wicker suggests, as someone who died because she believed 
the spirit in the river had summoned her to it.82 Certainly, as countless will attest, 
interpretation is foundational to all historical writing--particularly if we understand 
history as the work of narrativization–and hardly specific to the archives of gods and 
implausible claims.83 However, as Chakrabarty and others have shown, historians 
differentially distribute interpretation to manage lifeworlds that elude anthropocentric and 
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rational constructions of reality, disciplining unruly materials as metaphors, conceptual 
devices, or rearticulations of repressed social forces. Thus, for Chakrabarty, scholars 
become uniquely entangled in disciplinary limits when our archive’s inhabitants behave 
in ways that are flagrantly incommensurate with our own basic disciplinary and 
metaphysical commitments. I myself, for instance, cannot plainly affirm both that 
Douglas briefly lived in Japan and that Angela Davis, resentful of Douglas’s fame, spent 
years impersonating her. While Douglas represented both statements as equivalent truths 
with equivalent evidentiary grounding, only one claim is transparently supported by 
history’s truth regime—the other, from history’s perspective, conflates correlation and 
cause (Douglas cited their shared name as proof of malicious intent), and would require a 
refusal of any semblance of evidentiary balance. Within a conventional historiography, I 
can reproduce Douglas’s literal authority only on the former claim and would need to 
develop other strategies for managing the latter.84 
To assert that the archive is marked by a haunting involves an especially dramatic 
act of interpretation. The value of this reading, in fact, lies precisely in its ability to 
interpret, in that it seeks to anchor a host of otherwise unsynthesizable materials on a 
broad and ineffable spectrum of power. In doing so, it renders systemic materials that 
expressly do not present as such. To propose that the transgender archive is haunted is 
thus to harness not only an affective and transferential attachment to the archive, but also 
a profound epistemic disjunction from it. Locating Erickson’s paranoia or Douglas’s 
conspiracies in the violent forces of power in which they were caught betrays a deeply 
felt need to refigure their realities against their own accounts of them, to somehow 
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recuperate those elements of their lives as meaningful to the scope of more familiar 
political and intellectual agendas.85 In this, a hauntological reading seems, both 
indispensable and critically flawed: it is a hermeneutic that would be ignored at the cost 
of simply surrendering the archive’s unincorporated as inconsequential to history, and yet 
this hermeneutic demands that we tacitly confirm the subjects of the archive as 
compromised speakers, admitting them to our accounts only through a refashioning of 
their own testimonies. Under a hauntological reading, these activists in fact evince a 
familiar paradox of witnessing: subjected to and subjectivized by an unknowable power, 
they are eventually silenced by the foreclosure of their narrative authority.86  
To be clear, what I am attempting to offer is, in fact, two related arguments about 
the transgender archive’s vexed relation to historical explanation. First, to argue, as I 
have, that the transgender archive demands a hauntological reading in order to reckon 
with its contents is to name the archive as opaque to historicization insofar as a haunting 
is a diagnostic of knowledges and experiences that are disavowed within rationalist, 
anthropocentric, and disciplinary epistemes—the founding epistemes of history. And yet 
even as it marks a historical opacity, the eventual end of this reading is to provide an 
account that is, if not “history” in the traditional sense, then at least more historically 
palatable. In this sense a haunting provides, arguably, the grounds for a new kind of 
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historical recovery.87 But what this reading accomplishes is to radically resignify the 
archive: this reading works because it allows us to agree, oddly, that in this instance, a 
truth about a visitation by aliens can be reconstructed as a truth about transphobia. In this, 
the subjects of the archive achieve intelligibility only through the deauthorization of their 
lifeworlds, and this act of translation is what most clearly marks the historical episteme as 
discontinuous with Douglas’s. Moreover, the translation establishes the primacy of the 
historian’s position while sublating the other, an instance of epistemic violence. 
This archive’s recalcitrance is thus one that can be perhaps managed by 
alternative historical hermeneutics but not finally resolved: it provides the historian a 
choice between, on the one hand, affirming the disorganization of its contents, ignoring 
its ghosts, and surrendering its materials as inconsequential to our historiography, and, on 
the other, incorporating these materials by sacrificing the authority of the archive’s 
subjects—a violence of historical erasure or a violence of historical recovery. The 
haunting of the transgender archive summons us to recuperate, to restore what history has 
made ghostly, but in so doing it shows us also the futility of historical recovery. “I am 64 
and Paul McCartney doesn’t care” is a trace, situated, from the historian’s perspective, at 
the event horizon of the archive: an overdetermined enunciation that marks the 
impossibilities of queer history even after the archive. As a trace, it is opaque, and still it 
conjures the spiraling affects and tangled backstories of transgender pasts, the futures that 
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never materialized, and the truncated lives that cannot be recognized or cared or 
accounted for. In its distinctive and irreducible refusals of historical reconciliation, I 
would suggest that the ultimate significance of the transgender archive is that it 
illuminates for us a structural lacuna of queer history. This, a loss that the archive cannot 
make good, proceeds not from historical absences, evidentiary repression, or queer’s 
aversion to archivization but, rather, from the remnants of queer pasts that persist as 
historically unapprehendable. 
And yet, while history, conceived as a disciplinary undertaking of the human 
sciences, may inevitably foreclose and sublate the transgender pasts, the speculative 
productions of scholars of spirits and ghosts gesture at a different kind of contact with 
elided lifeways: one that seeks not so much to render objects of knowledge unto a 
disciplined present, but to cultivate an aliveness to the inscrutable, undisciplined, and 
spectral forces of reality. As Graham Harvey writes, the task of new animists is not the 
enumeration of belief, but recognition of the relations of reciprocity between human and 
“other-than-human” beings. The new animism offers not a reinvigorated epistemology, 
but a counter-ontology of the modern, one sensitized to a multiplicity of beings, and ways 
of being affected in the world.88 These accounts may be said to have taken up 
Chakrabarty’s call to “stay with the heterogeneity of the moment” when historians 
encounter history’s others, a practice that preserves the site of disjuncture and refuses to 
historicize, but nonetheless perceives such unassimilable moments as “illuminating a life 
possibility for the present.”89 Jean Langford, borrowing from McLean, has also worked to 
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develop a more unterritorialized relationality with inhuman presence – attending to 
literal, rather than simply metaphorical ghosts, she writes, means “evoking a past that is 
less an object of historical narrative than a ‘force to be viscerally reexperienced in the 
present.’”90 Langford questions the inevitability of what she views as the 
“psychodynamic model” of haunting that seeks to “assimilate [ghosts] to forms of failed 
testimony.”91 As one alternative, Langford suggests, “material relations with the dead… 
sidestep the impossibility of testimony, replacing a focus on narration with a focus of 
bodily enactment.”92 In proposing agency over witnessing, affectivity over knowledge, 
and being over belief, these critiques direct us to other possibilities for receiving the 
manifold, vital forces flourishing in the transgender archive—terrestrial and 
extraterrestrial transsexuals, agential river spirits, dolphins and leopards who speak back 
to us, nefarious, conspiring sex-change surgeons, and other strange, and often malicious, 
intensities. These forces may summon us not to knowledge or discourse about the past, 
but to a being-with, in reciprocity with the ineluctable, chimerical, and weird materials 
that are, in this sense, perhaps not so ghostly or dead at all, but vibrant and present.93 
To suggest that the transgender archive might require a stance “against history” in 
this way, then, is not to finally proscribe history but to provincialize it, and to advocate 
expanding as well as restricting points of interface with queer pasts and presents alike. I 
have suggested that rendering “the archive” the definitive challenge of queer history 
threatens to displace considerations of whether the archive will submit to historical 
                                                
90 Langford, Kindle Location 399. 
91 Langford, Consoling Ghosts, Kindle Location 559. 
92 Ibid. 664 
93 Here I adopt Nancy’s philosophy of being, Jean-Luc Nancy Being Singular-Plural (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 2000). 
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engagements in the first place: by insistently positing the queer archive as an archive of 
absence, we risk becoming poorly attuned to its peculiar and capricious presences. New 
animist and postcolonial critiques provide an important framework for becoming 
differently sensitized to these spectral presences as indexing not just subjectivities but 
realities that history cannot fully subsume: as Rayne Willerslev writes, “if we were to ask 
where spirits reside, the answer would not be ‘inside people’s heads,’ but ‘out there in the 
world.’”94 Under this framework, Marsha P. Johnson’s cogent remark “I may be crazy, 
but that don’t make me wrong,” does not simply require an epistemological reckoning—
one that locates her enunciations as marginal to dominant knowledges—but an 
ontological one: one that recognizes her testimony as laying claim to an objective, 
external world, one populated by an abundance of agencies, intentionalities, and 
experiences that exceed disciplinary knowledge forms.  In this view, upon closer 
inspection, the apparently empty archive may, in fact, be much more bountiful, and much 
queerer, than we expected.  
And while these presences may still return us to a space of historical absence, this would 
be an importantly different absence than the absence of the repressed archive. To think of 
this absence differently would be to think of queer as denoting, in part, an unruliness that 
refutes the disciplining of the past. Such a framing directs us away from demystifying 
expositions of queer’s social complexity and toward heightened receptivity to queer’s 
strangeness—perhaps more fully toward, as Tim Dean proposes, an “intimate encounter 
                                                
94 Willerslev, Soul Hunters, 185. 
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with the other that does not attempt to eliminate otherness.”95 Cultivating this reciprocity 
with alterity might even require strategically acceding to, rather than indiscriminately 
militating against, the idea that “queer” designates a people without a history—but in this 
refusal to speak with the voice of history, a path may be cleared, as Langford suggests, 
for the gods, monsters, and madness to rush through.96 
                                                
95 Tim Dean, Unlimited Intimacy: Reflections on the Subculture of Barebacking (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2009), 180 
96 Langford, Kindle Location 642. 
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Chapter Three 
 
Queer Realisms, Weird Realisms: 
Magia Sexualis and the Social Movement Era 
 
 
 Despite striking resonances between the terms, the “weird” has not yet been 
seriously explored as frame for engaging the “queer.” This silence on queer’s possible 
relation to weird persists even in spite of critics’ exuberance for theorizing queer in 
conjunction with an ever-expanding lexicon: already, a great deal of ink has been spilled 
on queerness qua failure, death, time, utopia, and wildness, to name a few—but 
queerness as “weird” has never quite emerged as a possibility of inquiry.  
And yet, the weird and the queer have enjoyed intimately interwoven histories 
and meanings. Like queer, the weird conjures the aesthetic: an indeterminate, uncanny 
disturbance of the habitual order or appearance of things. Weird and queer alike disrupt 
familiar models of perceiving, being, and conduct. But beyond their more familiar 
denotations of abnormality, these words also share roots in the supernatural. 
Etymologically, “weird” stems from the magical, and by extension, the unknowable, 
ineffable, and otherworldly—what Rudolph Otto (in a somewhat different context) might 
have called the mysterium tremendum et fascinans.1 The Oxford English Dictionary tells 
us that “weird” indicates something “partaking of or suggestive of the supernatural; of a 
mysterious or unearthly character.”2 Older definitions elaborate on these unearthly and 
                                                
1 Jeffrey Kripal connects Otto’s notion of the numinous to supernatural experience in Authors of 
the Impossible, see Kripal Authors of the Impossible: The Paranormal and the Sacred (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2001), 9. 
2 Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. “weird” (adj.) 
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mystified qualities: as a verb, “to weird” is to preordain or apportion a fate.3 In its noun 
form, a “weird” is a power or agency by which events are predetermined; a wizard, 
soothsayer, or witch; or, simply, “an enchantment.”4 Unlike the connotations of alterity 
found in “strange” (better-theorized territory thanks to psychoanalysis) the unaccountable 
dimensions of the weird proceed not from its foreignness to a subject position—this 
would be a problem of relationality, or access—rather, the weird’s unknowability is an 
ontological facet of the weird itself. The weird per se, we might suggest, is withdrawn.  
Queer, likewise, shares long associative ties to the supernatural. Like weird, the 
etymology of “queer” has been linked to heresy: its roots in the Indo-European “twerk” 
suggest a crossing of God.5 Related terms for nonnormative sexual practice, for instance, 
pejoratives like “buggery,” similarly derive from heresy (the French bougre).6 Beyond 
strictly semantic histories, we might also consider the figural status of the sorcerer and 
witch, who have enduringly emerged as queer historical and literary icons. The magical 
queerness of the witch is perhaps most famously captured by the “Weird Sisters” of 
Macbeth, whom Shakespeare marks as both otherworldly and defiantly nonnormative: 
“What are these?” declares Banquo, “so wither’d and so wild… that look not like the 
                                                
3 Ibid, s.v. “weird” (v.) 
4 Ibid., s.v. “weird” (n.) 
5 See William Chambers, Chambers’s Etymological Dictionary of the English Language, ed. 
Andrew Findlater (London: W & R Chambers, 1882), s.v., “queer” (adj), s.v., “thwart” (adj, vt); 
Cf Eric Partridge, Origins: A Short Etymological Dictionary of Modern English (New York: 
Routledge, 1977), s.v. “queer;” Walter William Skeat, A Concise Etymological Dictionary of the 
English Language (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1900), s.v. “queer.” Interestingly, both Skeat 
and Partridge also link “queer” to perversity in the sense of criminality. 
6 Partridge, Origins, s.v. “buggery” (n). As Todd Parker affirms, “the evolution of the term 
‘buggery’ through the seventeenth century reflects a specific… association with sin and offenses 
against God, rather than with any specifically biological impetus.” Parker, Sexing the Text: The 
Rhetoric of Sexual Difference in British Literature, 1700-1750 (Albany: SUNY Press, 2000), 11. 
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inhabitants o’ the earth? …You should be women,/ And yet your beards forbid me to 
interpret/ That you are so.”7 Three and a half centuries later in English literature, eight 
year-old Lucy discovers that there is no wooden back to the wardrobe. Her hand plunges 
out into the magical world beyond, and she mutters, “This is very queer.”8 
It should be noted, finally, that these imbrications of the weird and the queer—
which is to say, imbrications of the nonnormative and the magical—recurrently speak to 
the idea that to be “weird” and “queer” is to be possessed of a special capacity to do 
things in the world. Etymologists trace both “queer” and “witch” to Proto-Indo-European 
root words for to “to bend, turn, twist, and thwart.”9 In this rendering, the witch and the 
queer are ones who bend, change, or disturb reality—the queer and witch do not just 
passively stray from the norm, they are characterized by some special potency in 
affecting the normative order they thwart. This notion of a distinct agency proper to the 
weird and queer has hardly been lost on contemporary religious and queer critics alike. 
Famously, Aleister Crowley defined magic as a technique of agency: “the science and art 
of causing change to occur in conformity with will.”10 Decades later, in the 1970s, many 
feminist witches followed Crowley, proposing that a witch was a “shaper” or “bender” of 
                                                
7 William Shakespeare, Macbeth (Floating Press, 2009), 15. 
8 CS Lewis, The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe (New York: HarperCollins, 2000), 8.  
9 Eve Sedgwick calls attention to queer’s etymology in Sedgwick, Tendencies (New York: 
Routledge, 1994): viii, see also etymologies in Skeat, Partridge, and Weekly. In the Deutsches 
Wörterbuch, Jacob Grimm considers “weiq” as a root for witch—often translated as “to bend, 
change,” and interestingly translated by Anatoly Liberman as “violent strength.” Liberman’s 
etymological study notes that witchcraft has been traced to words for “to bind,” and is “possibly a 
derivative of the root ueik… ‘bend, turn’” Anatoly Liberman, An Analytic Dictionary of English 
Etymology: An Introduction (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2008), Kindle Edition, 
Kindle Locations 7141, 7238.  
10 Aleister Crowley and Frieda Harris Book of Toth: Issue 5 (York Beach: Weiser Books, 1944) , 
40. 
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reality, a resource they mined in their efforts to build a world without patriarchy.11 More 
recently, in the comparatively disenchanted world of queer theory, Sara Ahmed’s reading 
of “willfulness” returns us to queer’s magical roots in turning and twisting reality: “those 
who do not follow the straight line,” she writes, “‘snap the bonds of fate’… [they are] the 
perverts: swerving rather than straightening, deviating from the right course.”12 If 
willfulness is queer, as Ahmed tells us, then the willfulness of magical practice would 
seem to be a particularly queer and weird will indeed: magical rites undo expectations 
around who—or what—can cause action, they violate normative temporalities by 
summoning forces and insights from the past and future, and they collapse boundaries 
between self and other, material and immaterial, earthly and divine, and human and 
nonhuman.13 
To meditate on such perennial affiliations between the queer and the weird may 
seem a considerable detour for a study of LGBT activism in the historical moment of the 
1970s. But these broad connections, which extolled queerness as a weird site of agentive, 
magical possibility that emanated from distant reaches of time and space were very much 
at the forefront of many queer critics’ minds in the years preceding and following 
Stonewall. These connections are elicited in the Mattachine Society’s avatar of 
                                                
11 Feminist priestess Starhawk writes that original Wiccan covens “which preserved the 
knowledge of the subtle forces, were called Wicca or Wicce, from the Anglo-Saxon root word 
meaning ‘to bend or shape.’ They were those who could shape the unseen to their will.” 
Starhawk, The Spiral Dance: A Rebirth of the Ancient Religion of the Goddess (San Francisco: 
HarperCollins, 1999), 29.  
12 Sara Ahmed, Willful Subjects (Durham: Duke University Press, 2014), Kindle Edition, Kindle 
Location 362. 
13 For texts that exemplify this reading of magic, see Molly McGarry, Ghosts of Futures Past; 
Lisa Blackman, Immaterial Bodies: Affect, Embodiment, Mediation. Levi Bryant also builds on 
this agential formulation of queer as disruptive to expected orders in Bryant, “Of Parts and 
Politics: Onticology and Queer Politics,” Identities 16 no. 1 (Winter 2011), 13-28) 
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mysterious, medieval masked travelers; in the Radical Faerie movement’s conjuring of 
premodern, mystical gay origins; in Audre Lorde’s writings on the Dahomey kingdom as 
a beyond to the stratifications of patriarchy and white supremacy; in Mary Daly’s 
matriarchalism; in the Transexual Action Organization’s extraterrestrial coalitions; in 
Gloria Anzaldúa’s Aztec and Hindu theogonies; and, as I will argue, in the writings of 
queer novelists like John Rechy, who link queerness to primordial occult forces—not just 
in his well-known City of Night, but also in subsequent texts of this era, like The 
Vampires and The Fourth Angel. 
Arguably, the ability to imagine such sweeping, undisciplined, and imprecise 
magical queer origins and meanings has since dissipated somewhat, as queer critique 
today has grown more dedicated to rubrics of social specificity; and increasingly averse 
to “anachronistic” and putatively “essentialist” knowledges.14 During the years of the 
social movements, however, for a great number of queer writers, critics and activists, it 
                                                
14 Queer historical critique has, of course, pursued and constructed the historical specificities of 
queerness in a many variegated ways, but inasmuch as queer critiques have tended to view 
queerness as a human production, these critiques assign to queerness the contingencies that they 
assign to the human. Foucault’s genealogical method outlined in “Nietzsche, Genealogy, 
History,” and instituted in The History of Sexuality Vol. 1 are foundational examples of the 
mandate to contingency and specificity in histories of sexuality. More recently, works that 
overview injunctions to social and historical specificity in queer studies include Jordanna 
Rosenberg’s critique of the ontological turn, which aligns queer historical materialism and queer 
of color critique explicitly with hermeneutics of historical specificity, and Valerie Traub’s recent 
defense of historicism as a methodology of specificity. Probably the main exception to queer 
studies’ emphasis on historical specificity can be found in psychoanalytic works by queer 
medievalists and early modernists, although notably, their refusal of specificity has been these 
works’ main point of contention. Peter Coviello’s review of Carla Freccero’s 
Queer/Early/Modern, for instance, indicts Freccero for her challenge to Halperin’s historicism, 
her eschewal of specificity, and embrace of anachronism. See, respectively, Foucault, “Nietzsche, 
Genealogy, History;” Foucault, History of Sexuality Vol 1: An Instroduction; Rosenberg, “The 
Molecularization of Sexuality;” Traub, “The New Unhistoricism in Queer Studies;” Carla 
Freccero, Queer/Early/Modern; Peter Coviello, “World Enough: Sex and Time in Recent Queer 
Studies,” GLQ 13 no. 2-3 (2007), 394-395. 
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was precisely the boundless expanse of history, ecology, and experience tapped by queer 
that gave queerness special political value and power. Against the historicist heuristics 
preferred by many scholars today, these activists asserted equivalent continuity with, for 
instance, Edward Carpenter, the goddess Hecate, fairies, changelings, and the moon. 
Certainly, at times, these claims circulated as metaphorical and rhetorical devices; often, 
however, they were articulated less equivocally. But how could activists claim what 
seems today like such an eminently indefensible position: that queerness exceeds 
containment by historical context or social location? Because these cultures posited 
“queer” as something magical—something uniquely magical, and weird. Because queer 
was based in magic, and thus not wholly of this world, it could not be exhausted by 
human history, social orders, or knowledge, even though it was understood to cross-cut 
and shape these domains. These activists in other words, worked with a theory of 
queerness that operated not strictly at historical or social registers, but was, rather, 
ontological. This ontology named queer as something human-independent and withdrawn 
from understanding that was irreducible to its social and historical relations. This view of 
“queer” eludes precepts of social constructivism, which proposes that gender and 
sexuality have no ontological content that is exterior to the social. However, this view of 
a magical, irreducible, and inhuman queer being is strikingly resonant with basic 
principles of object-oriented ontology, which views entities as autonomous from their 
relations. 
Guided by insights of object-oriented philosophy, this chapter offers an initial 
reflection on the ascendance of magical ontologies of sexuality and gender in queer 
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activism, literature, and print culture during the social movement era. I attempt neither to 
recuperate these ontologies to constructivist frameworks, nor do I indict ontological 
theories of queerness for their anti-constructivist qualities. Rather, I am interested in how 
queer engagements with magic offered alternatives milieus of imagination and action that 
challenged secular, anthropocentric, and linguistically-based models of sexual selfhood. 
As I will suggest, magical queer ontologies frustrate constructivist hermeneutics, which, 
particularly in sexuality studies after Foucault, have tended to emphasize the role of 
science in shaping the sexual self, associate sexuality with knowledge in general, posit 
sexuality as an apparatus that mainly consolidates identity or confers stability on the 
subject, and assert the primacy of affirmative speech in establishing sexual subjectivity.15 
Inasmuch as queer magical ontologies offer alternatives to sexual metanarratives 
developed in the tradition of Foucault, I will sometimes refer to them as magia sexualis 
as a matter of shorthand. I distinguish magia sexualis from Foucault’s ars erotica in that I 
do not associate magia sexualis with the nonwestern world per se, but instead read magia 
sexualis as both a discourse and an ontology that emerged in the wake of modernist 
regimes of scientia sexualis. And while Foucault developed ars erotica to refer to a 
generalized arts of sexuality, I employ magia sexualis to signify engagements with the 
magical capacities specific to queer, in other words, nonnormative gender and sexuality. I 
do not suggest that queer engagements with magical sexuality occurred within some kind 
of atavistic space untouched by modernity, but rather that queers experimented with ways 
                                                
15 Inasmuch as these activist efforts refuse modernist regimes of calculability they put pressure on 
historical metanarratives associated with Max Weber as well as Foucault. See Max Weber, 
“Science as a Vocation,” in From Max Weber: Essays in Sociology (New York: Psychology 
Press, 1991) ,135. Cf, Foucault, History of Sexuality Vol 1.  
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of knowing about, inhabiting, and deploying sexuality that contested dominant modernist 
regimes. In emphasizing how magical practice was used to fashion alternatives to 
confessional and scientific sexual schemas, I follow postsecular scholars like Elizabeth 
Freeman, Peter Coviello, Molly McGarry, and John Mac Kilgore, who have looked to 
sexuality and religion in American contexts as illuminating “loops of flight” that do not 
“run along a track from confession booth to closet.”16 Although magic has not often been 
central to LGBT activist historiographies, I suggest that magia sexualis offered an 
important strategy for queers navigating shifting social orders at the twilight of the social 
movement era.17 Drawing from the magical aptitude conferred by their queerness, 
activists worked to harness the power of nonhuman phenomena like spirits, gods, spells, 
and psychic powers in order to act upon the world. Magia sexualis was thus an agentive 
ontology that expanded capacities for change during a time that saw the foreclosure of 
more familiar avenues for social reform. 
“The weird” provides a main lens for this inquiry for two reasons: first, as my 
opening discussion indicates, the queer and the weird have long shared entangled 
histories and meanings. Much like Carla Freccero has argued of “queer,” the utility of 
“weird” arises in part from the term’s productive indeterminacy.18 Here, I use weird to 
further broaden this critical capacity of queer: in this context, “weird” mediates between 
                                                
16 Elizabeth Freeman, “Sacra/mentality in Djuana Bares’s Nightwood,” 739, 737. Cf Peter 
Coviello, Tomorrow’s Parties: Sex and the Untimely in Nineteenth Century America (New York: 
NYU Press, 2013); Molly McGarry, Ghosts of Futures Past; John Mac Kilgore, “The Free State 
of Whitman: Enthusiasm and Dismemberment in the 1860 Leaves of Grass,” ESQ: A Journal of 
the American Renaissance 58.4 (2012): 529-565. 
17 Notable works treating religion in the gay liberation movement include Mark Jordan, 
Recruiting Young Love, Heather White, “Proclaiming Liberation: the Historical Roots of LGBT 
Religious Organizing, 1946-1976.”  
18 Freccero, Queer/Early/Modern, 6 
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queer-as-deviant-gender/sexuality, queer-as-peculiar (in a more nebulous sense), and 
queer-as-supernatural. Second, the weird guides this discussion because this concept has 
been key to recent works in speculative philosophy, which has mined weird’s 
connotations of ephemerality, wonder, and peculiarity. Graham Harman tells us that in 
contrast to “dull, commonsense realism,” speculative realism holds that reality is much 
weirder than we imagined, and certainly weirder than we can describe.19 Harman’s 
philosophy proposes that reality itself is weird because “reality itself is incommensurable 
with any attempt to represent or measure it.”20 Building on Harman, Ian Bogost tell us 
that the object, as the basic unit of reality, is “a weird structure,” evoking a realism that is 
at once mysterious, inhuman, and enchanted.21 The themes are likewise recurrent in 
Eugene Thacker’s nihilistic philosophy, in which the weird is a tool for coming to terms 
with a devastatingly indifferent, inhuman, and incomprehensible cosmos.22 And Timothy 
Morton, finally, develops a theory of causality that recuperates weirdness and mystery to 
realism.23 In liking causality to magic and the occult, Morton’s work is helpful for 
reading activist appropriations of the supernatural as a tool for effecting changes. In their 
theories of the weird, speculative thinkers provide a basis for re-encountering social 
formations that often look unfashionable or regressive under anti-realist, 
                                                
19 Graham Harman, Towards Speculative Realism: Essays and Lectures (Washington: Zero 
Books, 2010), 2. 
20 Graham Harman Weird Realism: Lovecraft and Philosophy (Washington: Zero Books, 2012), 
51. 
21 Ian Bogost, Alien Phenomenology, or What It’s Like to Be a Thing (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2008) Kindle Edition, location 523. 
22 Eugene Thacker, In The Dust of This Planet: Horror of Philosophy Vol I (Washington: Zero 
Books, 2011); cf Thacker, After Life. 
23 Timothy Morton, Realist Magic: Objects, Ontology, Causality (Ann Arbor: Open Humanities 
Press, 2013), 17. 
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epistemologically-oriented, and systems-based frameworks—especially inasmuch as 
claims about magic and religion are often read as metaphysical in tenor thus vulnerable to 
charges of essentialism. Furthermore, queer critics often deployed magia sexualis as an 
anti-relational ontology, much as we find in object-oriented thought, and in this respect, 
these deployments can look inerudite or regressive to theories of reality that prioritize 
contingency and relationality.24 
In what follows I suggest that if, as speculative philosophy tells us, reality itself is 
weird – in all senses of the term – then “queer” must present us with an especially weird 
vestige of reality indeed. In fact, queer’s weirdness becomes especially legible in the 
historical moment of the social movements. In what follows, I chart both a genealogy and 
an ontology of magia sexualis in this period: In part I, I historicize magia sexualis as a 
discourse that coalesced at a particular juncture. The historical context in which I position 
this includes the beginning of the postwar era, the Atomic Age, and massive 
reorganization of American social life occasioned by the social and religious movements 
of the 1960s-70s. In the 1970s, which saw the decline of the revolutionary movements 
and onset of post-Civil Rights retrenchment, the supernatural persisted as a vibrant 
presence in American life, abetted by the rise of new religious movements and Christian 
                                                
24 As Harman (critically) characterizes the perspective of systems-philosophies and social 
constructivists: “Philosophers used to be naïve realists who believed in real things outside their 
social or linguistic contexts; these things were ascribed timeless essences that were not politically 
innocent, since they subjugated various groups by pigeonholing each of them as oriental, 
feminine, pre-Enlightenment, or some other such tag. According to this view, we have luckily 
come to realize that essences must be replaced with events and performances, that the notion of a 
reality that is not a reality for someone is dubious, that flux is prior to stasis, that things must be 
seen as differences rather than solid units, and as complex feedback networks rather than 
integers.”  Graham Harman, “The Well-Wrought Broken Hammer: Object-Oriented Literary 
Criticism,” New Literary History 43, no. 2 (Spring 2012), 188. 
 
  173 
charismatic renewal. Although the supernatural impacted the itineraries of the social 
movements in a number of different ways, in this chapter, I focus on charisma, 
understood in Christian theology as the spiritual gifts of the Holy Spirit. I argue that 
charisma was an animating force in progressive politics within and beyond gay 
organizing. 
In addition to tracking magic through this historical milieu, this chapter also 
examines magia sexualis as an ontology of sexuality, in other words, as a set of claims 
about the nature of queerness per se. Part of what made magia sexualis an attractive 
model for activists in a moment of political retrenchment was that it offered possibilities 
for thought, experience, and contact that apparently transcended the constraints of its 
historical, social, and epistemic location—as object-oriented ontology would put it, 
magia sexualis subverted its relations. In this way, magia sexualis’s ontological status 
arguably helped produce its historical viability in this moment: queerness’s perceived 
innate ties to supernatural powers became especially useful in the context of post-Civil 
Rights politics. In tracking magia sexualis as both an ontology and historical discourse, I 
provide, perhaps counterintuitively, a historical context for the idea that queer sexuality 
exceeds historical context, but in so doing, I do not attempt to wholly reduce this idea, or 
its referent, to historical context. 
As an ontology of queer, magia sexualis conjured what Jack Halberstam, Stefano 
Harney and Fred Moten might call a “wild beyond to the structures we inhabit and 
inhabit us”—in this case, an inhuman and occult beyond—that refused the specificity of 
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the social and its hierarchizing and profane rationalist orders.25 Although magia sexualis’ 
appeals to primordial, unmediated being may be today received as, at best, benignly 
inerudite, and at worst, primitivist and colonialist, I argue that ontological imaginings of 
queer otherworldliness demand further reflection for how they helped shape oppositional 
political cultures during the social movement era. To this end, in the second half of this 
chapter, consider appeals to the demonic and occult in early queer Chicana/o writings, 
specifically, John Rechy’s 1962 gay cruising novel, City of Night, and Gloria Anzaldúa 
widely read essay, “La Prieta,” which first appeared in This Bridge Called My Back in 
1981. Although both Anzaldúa and Rechy’s work have been read as confessional genres 
of writing, I suggest that their soldering of queerness with the occult evoke an ontology 
of queer rooted not in disclosure or recognition, but in the mysterious, ineffable, 
inhuman, and unknown. Both here and in the dissertation’s final chapter, I center 
occultism’s dual meanings of, on the one hand, the magical arts, and on the other, the 
secret, withdrawn, and concealed. As occult ontologies, these works present us with a 
vision of queer as implicated in the social – as cross-cut by complex political 
stratifications of race, class, sexuality, and gender – but not finally exhausted by social or 
human orders. Building on Anzaldúa, who theorizes the mystical dimensions of queer as 
opportunity for new forms of sociality and interaction, I conclude by comparing these 
works with those of better-known white gay pagan critics Harry Hay and Arthur Evans. 
While I do not defend the appropriative fantasies that sometimes underpinned white gay 
                                                
25 Jack Halberstam, “The Wild Beyond: With and for the Undercommons,” in The 
Undercommons: Fugitive Planning & Black Study (New York: Minor Compositions, 2013), 7.  
Cf Jeffrey Kripal’s meditations on a metaphysical “More” of sexuality, Jeffrey Kripal “Super 
Sexualities: Coming to Terms” paper presented at Center for Study of Religion and Sexuality, 
Columbia University, New York, NY, February 3, 2014. 
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paganisms, I argue that placing these works in a broader context of the queer occultism 
foregrounds the sites of solidarity and contact across difference that magia sexualis 
attempted to access. I focus on Evans’ book Witchcraft and the Gay Counterculture as a 
text that leveraged magic as a coalitional response to the attenuation of social possibility 
at the twilight of the social movement era. 
In this chapter and the final one, I tend to privilege literal readings of accounts of 
magic and the supernatural. In the preceding chapter, I reflected on the challenges and 
possibilities raised by reading supernatural and other “irrational” claims literally—for 
instance, in considering the literal, ontological status of gods and spirits not simply as 
sublimations of human culture, but as human-independent, agential forces in history. 
Here, I institute the kinds of literal readings I asked after in the last chapter: I do not, for 
instance, interpret charisma primarily as a performative or discursive device. That kind of 
reading asserts that the apparently magical or divine powers of the charismatically gifted 
are, for our purposes, a dissumulation, and that a more meaningful account would be 
achieved by performing a critical interpretation that penetrates that façade in order to 
reveal prior, underlying social structures. Instead, I read charisma literally and at face 
value: as a supernatural gift of the Holy Spirit. Because I privilege literality, declining to 
create a gap between the realities articulated by the texts and my reconstruction of those 
realities, my authorial voice often accedes to the voices of the texts I read. This practice 
builds on interrelated movements associated with the post-linguistic humanities, 
including the works of Latour, Delanda, and Massumi. And as I have already detailed, 
postcolonial and new animist critics, often influenced by these philosophies have 
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elaborated the political stakes of reading the supernatural literally. Jeffrey Kripal, a 
scholar of Western esotericism, joins these critiques when he challenges the overwriting 
of paranormal phenomena “as subjective things, as ‘anecdotes’ or… as interesting 
internal states that have no real connection to the external physical world of objects and 
events.”26 Here, however, my readings are also shaped by literary criticism’s turn to what 
Stephen Best and Sharon Marcus have called “surface reading.” Under the influence of 
Marxism and psychoanalysis as metalanguages of the humanities, critique has tended to 
operate under the conviction that the most important aspect of a text is what it does not 
say. In prioritizing latent meanings, revealed only obliquely through symptoms, the 
privileged repertoires of textual analysis have been allegory, metaphor, the plumbing of 
depths, and foregrounding of absences.27 Under what Paul Ricoeur has called a 
“hermeneutics of suspicion,” overt or explicit materials are associated “with the 
superficial and deceptive, with what can be perceived without close examination and, 
implicitly, would turn out to be false upon closer scrutiny.”28 Surface reading, in contrast, 
tasks itself with the deceptive complexity of what a text does say – a complexity that is, 
ironically, elided by the mandate to push past surfaces to their supposedly obscured 
deeper meaning.29 Surface reading finds an early proponent in Susan Sontag’s famous 
1966 essay, “Against Interpretation,” which was published contemporaneously with the 
texts I study. Sontag’s refusals of the noetic, intellectual, and masterful in favor of 
                                                
26 Kripal, Authors of the Impossible, 7. 
27 Stephen Best and Sharon Marcus, “Surface Reading: An Introduction,” Representations 108 
(Fall 2009) 3, 1. 
28 Ibid, 4. 
29 As Best and Marcus put it, “a surface is what insists on being looked at rather than what we 
must train ourselves to see through.” Ibid 9. 
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attunement to the affective, irrational, and magical experiences of the text speaks to many 
of the same queer political mandates that this project centers. Sontag writes that 
interpretation “indicates a dissatisfaction… with the work, a wish to replace it with 
something else.” In so doing, interpretation makes texts “manageable [and] 
comfortable.”30 Sounding quite a lot like Latour, Sontag indicts interpretation as the 
“revenge of the intellect upon art. Even more, it is the revenge of the intellect upon the 
world. To interpret is to impoverish, to deplete the world—in order to set up a shadow 
world of ‘meanings.’”31 
Here, reading the supernatural literally is not just an ethical exercise in respecting 
the views of those who believed in it, nor is it simply a refusal of the position of mastery 
that the symptomatic critic assumes in proclaiming to unearth the superior meaning of a 
text’s unconscious—though both of these are arguably worthy pursuits. Rather, following 
Best, Marcus, Sontag, philosophers like Latour, and critics in the new animism, these 
chapters hold that queer engagements with the supernatural and divine offer the most 
radical innovations to scholarly thinking when they are taken at face value.32 Reading 
                                                
30 Susan Sontag, “Against Interpretation” in Against Interpretation and Other Essays (New York: 
Palgrave Macmillian, 2013), 10  
31 Ibid, 7. 
32 Applying surface reading, a technique of the overt and explicit, to the occult, a term that 
derives from the Latin occultus, meaning “hidden” or “concealed,” may seem like a contradictory 
operation. The same may be said for pairing surface reading, which owes a great deal to the 
systems philosophies of Deleuze and Latour, with object-oriented ontology—a philosophy that 
rejects systems for integers (i.e., objects), and makes a central tenet of the claim that objects are 
not at all revealed to us on the surface, but are withdrawn from all access. Importantly, however, I 
do not treat hiddenness, withdrawal, or concealment as part of the structure of the texts, qua texts; 
rather, I detail how themes of hiddenness and withdrawal are manifest, explicitly and literally 
articulated on the texts’ surface (put differently: I do not interpret hiddenness; I describe it). 
These surface occultisms are very much in line with speculative philosopher Eugene Thacker’s 
provocation that reality beyond the human “makes its presence known and yet in so doing reveals 
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literally means reading queer accounts of the supernatural not as symptomatic of 
something else, but as literally evoking extraordinary phenomena that exceed human 
social orders, that are not necessarily governed by the laws of humans or physics, and 
that have not yet been fully apprehended through rational, scientific, or other official 
knowledges. Within the context of gender and sexuality studies, considering the external, 
human-independent possibility of the supernatural—and its putatively foundational ties to 
queerness, as activists asserted—pulls at the threads of hallmarks of queer and feminist 
theory.33 Inasmuch as activists recurrently suggested that the supernatural was 
constitutive of the queer, such accounts vex theories that posit gender and sexuality as 
performative.34 And inasmuch as queer’s basis in the supernatural meant that it 
transcended human culture and history (thus, for activists, making queerness a privileged 
mediator with the future, the past, and forms of nonhuman being), these accounts 
likewise resist narratives that construct sexuality as a historically recent apparatus that is 
distinct to humans under modernity. 
 This chapter begins to map out a set of projects in thinking, being, and acting 
which were, I suggest, far more radical than they look under symptomatic 
interpretations–here, I mean radical in its strict sense, in that these experiments addressed 
themselves to the very root or foundation of what could be imagined, then and now, by 
“queer,” and indeed, by “politics” as well. And as I hope to show, even beyond gay 
                                                                                                                                            
to us the unknown”—it “reveals nothing other than its hiddenness.” Thacker, In the Dust of this 
Planet, 52, 53. 
33 My thinking here is especially indebted to Jean Langford’s writing in Consoling Ghosts. 
34 As Judith Butler famously declared (with great ontological confidence) in 1990, “There is no 
gender identity behind the expressions of gender; that identity is performatively constituted by the 
very ‘expressions’ that are said to be its results.” Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion 
of Identity (New York: Routledge, 2003), 33. 
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liberation, the social movement era was arguably a exceedingly queer and weird era, one 
in which the social upheavals fomented by humans drew strength from the forces of gods, 
demons, otherworldly creatures, and the dead; from presences culled from the distant past 
and prophesies of the immanent future. If the 1970s may be said to have been a time of 
“breakaways and beginnings,” these irruptions may indeed have been intensifications of 
becomings more unearthly and strange than critics today have yet begun to imagine.35  
 
 
Genealogies of the Weird: Charisma and the Supernatural in the Social Movement 
Era 
 
 The gay liberation period included some of queer activism’s most vociferous 
critics of organized religion—the 2009 activist anthology Smash the Church, Smash the 
State (which figures church and state as coeval institutions) perhaps captures this 
sentiment especially strongly.36 And in certain respects, the post-Stonewall years indeed 
seem to emblematize progressive queer politics’ secularizing trajectory. But the 1960s 
and 70s also presents an especially rich moment in which to locate a queer history of the 
weird, in the sense that the supernatural collided with progressive, antinormative agendas 
in novel and substantive ways during this time. Religious leaders were prominent within 
queer activist and artistic cultures during these years, and these decades also witnessed 
many of the first efforts to produce religion as internal to the project of gay liberation. 
This included not only the founding of the first formally “gay” churches – such as the 
                                                
35 Roderick Ferguson, “Socialism in Black Queer Time,” (paper presented at Queer Method 
Conference, University of Pennsylvania, Philadelphia, Pennsylviania, October 31 – November 1, 
2013) 
36 Tommi Avicolli Mecca (ed.) Smash the Church, Smash the State! The Early Years of Gay 
Liberation (San Francisco: City Lights Publishers, 2009) 
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Metropolitan Community Church in Los Angeles and New York’s Church of the Beloved 
Disciple, both founded in 1968 – but also the growing prominence of ordained leadership 
within major “secular” gay groups.37 In particular, the Rt. Rev. Mikhail Itkin and Rev. 
Raymond Broshears have been recognized—sometimes begrudgingly—as especially 
influential, charismatic leaders in West Coast progressive gay organizing.38  
As the decade progressed, religious participation in queer political cultures shifted 
more visibly from Judeo-Christian to pagan traditions, a development that can be 
attributed in part feminism’s popularization of witchcraft and Goddess worship.39 Within 
gay male communities, Arthur Evans and Harry Hay have been especially credited for 
their work in building interest in the innate spiritual ties between homosexuality and 
nature-oriented polytheisms.40 In 1973 and 1974, Evans’ loosely-historical writings on 
                                                
37 On Beloved Disciple, see White, “Proclaiming Liberation,” on Troy Perry and the MCC, see 
Don’t Be Afraid Anymore: The Story of Rev Troy Perry and the Metropolitan Community 
Churches (New York: St Martin’s Press, 1992). 
38 On Broshears and Itkin, see especially Christina Hanhardt, Safe Space: Gay Neighborhood 
History and the Politics of Violence (Durham: Duke University Press, 2013); on Itkin, see Ian 
Young, “Mikhail Itkin: Tales of a Bishopric,” The Gay and Lesbian Review (Nov 2010), 25-27; 
and Mark Sullivan and Ian Young, eds., The Radical Bishop and Gay Consciousness: The 
Passion of Mikhail Itkin (New York: Autonomedia, 2014). 
39 Although a comprehensive history of the intersections between religious participation and gay 
liberation organizing (which are extensive) is not provided here, it should be noted that prominent 
figures in early East Coast activist circles also evince an eclectic array of religious identifications: 
early GAA and GLF activists like John Lauritsen and Rich Wandel have longtime public 
involvement with paganism (Wandel is a Gardenarian elder, Lauritsen founded Pagan Press in 
1982). Stephen Donaldson, an East Coast activist who founded the country’s first gay student 
group at Columbia University in 1967, pursued affiliations with Quakerism, Therevada 
Buddhism, and Shaivite Hinduism, over the course of his career. See Pagan Press, 
http://paganpressbooks.com, accessed May 25, 2015; on Donaldson, see Wayne R. Dynes, 
“Stephen Donaldson (Robert A. Martin), 1946 – 1996,” in Vern Bullough (ed.), Before 
Stonewall: Activists for Gay and Lesbian Rights in Historical Context (New York: Harrington 
Park Press, 2002), 265-272. 
40 See especially texts collected in Harry Hay, Radically Gay: Gay Liberation in the Words of its 
Founder, Will Roscoe, ed., (Boston: Beacon Press, 1997); Stuart Timmons, The Trouble with 
Harry Hay, ed. Bo Young (White Crane Books, 2012); Scott Morgensen, Spaces Between Us: 
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witchcraft, gender nonconformity, and homosexuality were circulated to an enthusiastic 
readership via Out and Fag Rag magazines, and eventually collected and published in his 
1978 book, Witchcraft and the Gay Counterculture.41 At the same time, Harry Hay was 
also working to drum up queer enthusiasm for paganism as a spirituality proper to sexual 
deviants (in fact, Hay and Evans often clashed in their views on gay paganism and tended 
to regard each other as rivals).42 In 1978, Hay circulated his now-famous “A Call to Gay 
Brothers,” summoning gay men across the country to come together to reflect on “the 
enspiritment of gay politics.”43  The ensuing conference in the Arizona Sonora desert 
would eventually launch today’s Radical Faerie movement.44 
While Evans and Hay, both based on the West Coast for most of the 1970s, have 
received the bulk of the historical attention for the rise of gay paganism during this 
decade, the contributions of New York-based religious leaders should not be overlooked. 
Leo Martello, a strega-identified descendent of Sicillian immigrants, was a founding 
member of the first Gay Liberation Front chapter and Gay Activists Alliance, and he 
advocated on behalf of pagan issues throughout the 70s. Martello adapted the militant 
identity politics of the GLF to pagan organizing with his founding of the Witches Anti-
Defamation League in 1978 (the group rallied under the hilarious call to action: “don’t 
                                                                                                                                            
Queer Settler Colonialism and Indigeneous Decolonization (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2011), Kindle Edition, Locations 1683-2146. 
41 Arthur Evans, Witchcraft and the Gay Counterculture (Boston: Fag Rag Books, 1978). 
42 Hay generally offered negative reviews of Evans work, and seems to have regarded him as 
stepping on his toes in his efforts to provide a pagan history of homosexuality. See e.g., Hay’s 
comments in “Christianity’s First Closet Case: A Study in the Application of Gay 
Consciousness,” in Radically Gay, 218-219. 
43 Harry Hay, “A Spiritual Conference for Radical Fairies: A Call to Gay Brothers,” in Radically 
Gay, 240. 
44 Christopher Penczak, Gay Witchcraft: Empowering the Tribe (York Beach: Weiser Books, 
2003), 27. 
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just stand there: WADL!”).45 Martello was a prolific writer in gay and occult print 
media– he wrote for a number of gay liberation periodicals, had a regular column, “The 
Gay Witch,” in the magazine Gay, and by 1973, had published nine books on esotericism, 
witchcraft, and the occult, in which he often incorporated his views on magic and sexual 
politics.46 In the early 1970s, Martello also became close with local gay witch Eddie 
Buczynski, then living in the Village as a hippie, hustler, and psychedelics aficionado. In 
1977, Buczynski founded the Minoan Brotherhood, the first pagan tradition for gay and 
bisexual men.47  
Beyond the prominence of formal religious participation in LGBT communities, 
however, the 1960s - 1970s demands further attention as a period that saw important 
reimaginings of the role of religion and magic in American social life more broadly. As 
Christopher Partrigde has suggested, this reconfiguration of religion’s within social 
organization during these years challenges traditional secularization theses by critics like 
Max Weber and Emille Durkheim, who posited the progressive decline or privatization 
                                                
45 “AREN History,”  http://www.aren.org/about/history.htm accessed May 25, 2015. WADL was 
reincorporated as the Alternative Religions Educational Network in 2000—ostensibly to avoid 
confusion with the Anti-Defamation League (ADL). It continues to be an active political and 
service organization, with a particular emphasis on outreach to prisoners. 
46 See Leo Martello, Your Pen Personality (n.p. 1961);  It’s in the Cards: The Atomic Age 
Approach to Card Reading Using Psychological and Parapsychological Principles (New York: 
Key Publishing, 1964), It’s in the Stars: a Sensible Approach to and a Psychological Evaluation 
of Astrology in this ‘Age of Englightenment’ (New York: Key Pub Co, 1966); How to Prevent 
Psychic Blackmail: the Philosophy of Psychoselfism (New York: Hero Press, 1966); Weird Ways 
of Witchcraft (San Francisco: Red Wheel/Weiser, 1969); Hidden World of Hypnotism: How to 
Hypnotize (HC Publishers, 1969); Black Magic, Satanism, and Voodoo (HC Pub, 1972); 
Understanding the Tarot (HC Publishers, 1972); Witchcraft: the Old Religion (New York: 
Kensington, 1973). 
47 See Michael G. Lloyd, Bull of Heaven: the Mythic Life of Eddie Buczynski and the Rise of the 
New York Pagan (Morrisville: Asphodel Press, 2012).  
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religious engagement, superseded by a market-reformed Protestantism.48 In contrast to 
Weber’s model of disenchanted, “worldly asceticism,” the postwar and social movement 
era witnessed a remarkable irruption of the supernatural within quotidian human social 
affairs on a number of different levels. Within Christianity, most notable was the 
emergence of the Catholic charismatic renewal and neo-Pentecostal movements of the 
1960s and 70s, which shared classical Pentecostalism’s emphasis on the supernatural 
abilities humans could acquire through direct experience of the divine.49 These special 
powers manifested mainly in the charismata, or spiritual gifts of the Holy Spirit: 
glossolalia, healing, prophecy, miracles, and other “signs and wonders” like serpent 
handling and exorcisms.50 In contrast to market reformed Protestantism, which posited 
the self-governing, productive human as the primary actor within worldly affairs—with a 
transcendent God relegated to the background—charismatic traditions reintroduced the 
divine as an vibrant force in everyday existence, instead engaging God as a “supernatural 
power immediately accessible” to humans.”51 As T.M. Luhrmann writes in her study of 
U.S. evangelism, the God of the charismatic traditions was hardly an abstract, theological 
tenet, nor was He simply an interior, “subjective” truth. Rather, God was experienced as a 
                                                
48 Christopher Partridge, The Re-Enchantment of the West, Vol 1; cf Max Weber, The Protestant 
Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism.  
49 On histories of charismatic movements, see Amos Young and Estrelda Alexander, Afro-
Pentecostalism: Black Pentecostal and Charismatic Christianity in History and Culture (New 
York: NYU Press, 2011); Vinson Synan, The Holiness-Pentecostal Tradition (Grand Rapids: 
Eermdmans, 1997); Joseph Williams, Spirit Cure: A History of Pentecostal Healing (New York: 
Oxford, 2013). 
50 See Cox, Fire from Heaven. Charismatic traditions usually point to “signs and wonders” in 
Deuterotomy 26:8 and Mark 16:17-18.  
51 T.M. Luhrmann, When God Talks Back: Understanding the American Evangelical Relationship 
with God, Kindle Location 220. 
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“real, external, interacting, living presence.”52 The God of the charismatic traditions was 
a social agent, one routinely involved in shaping the real, material conditions of human 
life. And the charismatic signs were corporeal, empirical, and ubiquitous: God could 
mend an afflicted body, neutralize the venom of a copperhead, or physically knock over 
parishioners who were “slain in the spirit” during worship.53  
 American social life experienced the introduction of the supernatural from other 
directions as well during these decades. The repeal of the national origins quota system in 
1965, along with the Cuban revolution of 1959 both enabled new heights of religious 
pluralism in the U.S., contributing to growing influence of religions that recognized 
spirits, gods, and magic as interveners in everyday human affairs. Metropolitan areas like 
New York City, which would become especially central to queer politics after 1969, 
gained new exposure to the occult traditions of Santería and voodoo with the influx of 
Cuban and Haitian immigrants during the 1960s—long before U.S. revolutionaries would 
begin experimenting with the capacitating possibilities of the supernatural, voodoo, of 
course, had already enjoyed a long history as a resource for collective resistance to 
slavery.54  New immigration patterns from East and South Asia would also be 
instrumental to the expansion of cults and new religions in the U.S. during the 1970s, 
                                                
52 Ibid, Kindle Location 257. 
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54 Although she reduces it to culture and subjective belief, Carolyn E. Frick strongly evokes 
voodoo’s oppositional efficacy a technique for resisting chattel slavery—she writes, “as a religion 
and as a vital spiritual force,” voodoo was “a source of psychological liberation” and “one of the 
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which often drew, sometimes in flagrantly orientalist fashion, from Eastern traditions.55 
As a whole, the expansion of new religions during the 1970s, including, importantly, the 
introduction of paganisms from Great Britain, also helped spread popular interest in 
magic and the occult. These traditions advanced animistic cosmologies that reassigned 
the human from her ontologically exceptional place in Judeo Christianity to place in 
which she was one actor, or kind of person, amongst many—including nonhuman 
animals, plants, and various magical, natural, and elemental forces, all of which were 
typically understood to have intentionality and agency in the material world.56  
Finally, the onset of the atomic age and Cold War also begat an expansive and 
vibrant science fiction culture. Beyond simply expanding popular imaginations about 
entities and forces from beyond the earthly realm, this sci-fi milieu also generated the 
first UFO religions, including the Church of Scientology, which attested to the 
penetration of human bodies and orders by beings from other worlds.57 Science fiction 
would collide most substantively with the social movements with the emergence of the 
genre’s “New Wave” in the 1960-70s, which included notable authors such as Samuel 
Delany, Philip K. Dick, Joanna Russ, and Ursula Le Guin. In addition to introducing 
psychedelic, queer, feminist, and Left political content into s-f writing, in conjuring 
futures that were intensely dystopic rather than optimistic and hopeful (often futures in 
                                                
55 See Thomas Robbins and Dick Anthony, eds., In Gods We Trust: New Patterns of Religious 
Pluralism in America (Rutgers: Transaction Publishers, 1990) 
56 On the history of American paganisms, particularly their introduction from the UK and roots in 
the U.S. counterculture, see Sarah M. Pike, New Age and Neopagan Religions in America (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 2004). 
57 See James R. Lewis (ed). The Gods Have Landed: New Religions from Other Worlds (New 
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which humans contended with the maleficent machinations of machines) s-f writing 
arguably helped contribute to mounting uncertainty about the promise and potency of 
human agency.58 
 What these variegated, and often otherwise incomparable, religious, magical, and 
cultural traditions arguably shared was a basic sense that humans were not the only, or 
even the primary, animating forces in the world. In fact, they commonly held that 
domains traditionally apportioned exclusively to the human were not at all exhausted by 
human control. To the contrary, these traditions looked to the exceptional social efficacy 
of the otherworldly—whether it be located in the charismata, thetans, orishas, kundalini 
energy, psychic powers, or magic wands—as sources that could expand capacities for 
action within human social life. Taken as a whole, one might propose that during 1950s-
1970s, a host of historical trajectories convened in the United States that threw into crisis 
the primacy of the human as the sovereign agential force in social relations. These 
trajectories included the specter of human finitude conjured by the threat of nuclear 
annihilation, the newly palpable possibility (or actuality) of contact with other planets, 
the “great acceleration” of human impact levels on earth systems, the social upheaval of 
the revolutionary movements, and the “ontological insecurity” wrought by late industrial 
capitalism.59 While scholars have engaged all of these historical developments from a 
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number of different perspectives, an anthro-decentrizing approach helps cohere practices 
that were quite divergent in their belief systems—which involved such disparate practices 
as snake handling, UFO hunting, or communing with nature spirits—as eliciting a shared 
central interest in the human-independent animacy of supernatural forces. Further, the 
supernatural cosmologies of the 1960s and 70s were eminently weird in all senses of the 
term: they refused secular and anthropocentric hierarchies of agency, and they dissolved 
the bounded interiority of the liberal individual subject. Instead they offered a self that 
was continually being penetrated by aliens, spirits, and magical presences. As Luhrmann 
notes of supernatural Christianity, these traditions override basic features of Western 
psychology like the privatization of the mind.60 And flouting the debates of the Western 
philosophical canon, these weird cosmologies summoned a horizon of causal possibility 
in which miracles were neither implausible nor empirically indefensible; rather, intimate 
contact with the otherworldly made extraordinary events at once credulous and routinized 
social occurrences.61  
Taking this broad view on the ascendance of supernatural agency during these 
years has a number of implications for reading the supernatural, weird, and magical in 
relation to progressive politics. Underscoring the supernatural’s circulation as an actor 
contravenes the scholarly tendency to partition religion and political organizing as 
distinct genres of social practice. Indeed, in Left historiographies, the turn to religion as 
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the 1960s and 70s progressed has often been narrated as a turn away from social and 
political engagement.62 Furthermore, studies of new religious movements have largely 
declined to contest this characterization: sociologist of religion Robert Bellah 
influentially described the new religions as “successor movements” to the political 
activism of the 1960s, a designation that reiterates the distinction between political and 
religious participation and affirms the idea that religious activity supplanted and 
displaced the political mobilizations of the preceding decade.63 In reading religion 
alongside conventional political practices as strategies for acting on material world, the 
proliferation of religious participation in the 1970s starts to look less like a divestment 
from earlier political visions, and more like a constellation of techniques that emerged in 
alignment with the 1960s’ visions for social change. Indeed far from displacing politics, 
as the 1970s progressed, the supernatural offered the possibility of continuing progressive 
politics under increasingly repressive conditions. 
Mapping uses of supernatural agency within a broader, comparative frame also 
presents a different portrait of the supernatural’s relation to in social differences of race, 
class, sexuality, gender, and nation during this period. Narrowly framed, the 1970s new 
religious movements have been largely associated with a privileged, white, and 
heterosexual middle class, thus buttressing narratives of religion in this period as marking 
                                                
62 This currency of this view even amongst more recent critics who have attempted to recuperate 
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growing indifference towards the concerns of the oppressed. Setting aside the fact that 
historians may have prematurely surrendered this era’s alternative religions to the 
politically demobilized bourgeoisie, looking more capaciously at the circulation of the 
supernatural highlights its many entanglements, rather than discontinuities, with the 
trajectories of the social movements.64 African American communities, for instance, have 
not been immediately legible within the new religions historiography, but black mainline 
churches were among the first introduced to the charismatic revival, and remained at the 
center of the neo-Pentecostal movement, which brought supernatural Christianity from 
the fringes of American worship to its immense popularity today.65 Likewise, considering 
how the supernatural’s relation to social action was affected by the changing shape of 
U.S. religious affiliation in the wake of the 1965 Immigration and Nationality Act offers 
a different portrait of how social difference shaped human appeals to the powers of the 
inhuman. And indeed, beyond the messianic and charismatic capabilities accorded to 
many black radical leaders in popular media, occult efficacy was invoked by many black 
activists and cultural critics as well. As Ishmael Reed wrote in 1970, the condition of 
blackness in America is “so strange,” it demanded to be understood through the 
supernatural. He elaborated:  
The Afro-American artist is similar to the Necromancer… He is a conjuror who 
works JuJu upon his oppressors; a witch doctor who frees his fellow victims 
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from the psychic attack launched by the demons of the outer and inner world. 
For The Man, there has always been something spooky about the slave who 
begins to handle clay or word music, or talks to his fellow victims in what for 
him are undecipherable codes.66 
 
Reed’s appeal to the counter-hegemonic force of the “spooky” as a resource of black 
politics especially speaks to activists’ sense of possibility about the dissembling and 
weird machinations of the supernatural. As mediators of the otherworldly, black radicals 
drew strength from their cryptic and indecipherable communications, from their ability to 
engage and enliven the mysterious, inhuman matter of the earth. 
Tracing the supernatural broadly through this period thus highlights ties to 
oppositional politics that refuse the quarantining of religion and magic within a 
demobilized, New Age elite. Of particular note, as a site of perverse religious sociality, 
“the cult” was an especially weird social formation that emerged during this period, one 
that especially conjured the imbrications of deviant religiosity, irrational otherworldly 
forces, and radical politics. On some levels, cultism was associated with white 
counterculturalism—partly because white heterosexuality was the main object to which 
cultism was understood to pose a threat. However, cult practice was also distinctly linked 
to antiracist foment. For much of white America, the threat of black liberation lay in its 
ineffable power to undermine rational, sovereign thought—a power so potent and 
inexplicable it must have been somehow otherworldly. Popular panic about the cultish, 
supernatural threat of black radicalism could especially be witnessed in public reactions 
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to Patty Hearst’s declaration of fealty to the Symbionese Liberation Army.67 Earlier, in 
the 1960s, the highly ritualized public presentations of groups like the Black Panther 
Party and Nation of Islam laid the groundwork for mounting public anxieties about the 
socially disruptive potential of cultic black radicalism. The NOI and BPP’s highly 
ritualized practices elicit the extent to which cultism was not simply imputed on black 
radicalism by white publics as a pathologizing discourse; rather, black radicals actively 
mobilized the cultic as a source of social efficacy. This discursive fusing of cultism and 
antiracist foment was also abetted by the endorsement of the People’s Temple, a 
predominantly African American sect, by prominent black power leaders like Huey 
Newton and Angela Davis –backings that would become infamous after the deaths in 
Jonestown, Guyana, in 1978. The Los Angeles Times promptly described the Jonestown 
incident as a “Patty Hearst effect,” a comparison echoed by Chicago Tribune. The 
characterizations affirmed the association of black radicalism with cultism’s mystical 
ability to undo the secular, rational, and autonomous subject of normative white society.68  
Anxiety about the irrational, supernatural threat of black radicalism was not at all 
simply the concern of a hapless, white suburbia—in 1966, an in-depth New York Times 
profile of The Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee called upon an eclectic 
religious lexicon of cultism, magic, and charisma in painting a portrait of the group. 
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Evoking the charismatic movements, the reporter quoted members describing their 
organizing approach as issuing from a higher power: “go where the spirit say go, and do 
what the spirit say do.”69 The piece similarly characterized SNCC’s work as “spreading 
the gospel.”70 Shifting from charismatic Christianity to occultism, the journalist described 
Robert Parris as the “high priest of black consciousness,” figuring antiracist critique as 
gnostic practice.71  These occult overtones were reiterated in the reporter’s 
characterization of Parris as “perhaps the most mystical, magnetic, and puzzling” of 
SNCC’s members, and in a conspicuous reference to members’ appearance at a “voodoo 
ritual” in a bid for good luck.72 Unsurprisingly, the piece features Stokely Carmichael for 
his “cult of charisma”—the reporter enthuses on Carmichael’s remarkable charismatic 
efficacy: “if scaring whites is an art, Carmichael seems well on the way to being a 
master.”73 Beyond simply capitulating to white fantasies about black experience as 
possessed of a special spiritual richness, the article arguably speaks to the considerable 
success with which black radicals mobilized the threatening powers of the otherworldly 
to construct their knowledges and practices as formidable and menacing, even 
unreproachable.74 The “magic negro” of black radicalism was not, in other words, a 
friendly, servile magical subject that could be counted on to finally deliver white America 
from its banal travails; this was, rather, a dark magic. Black Power ushered in the 
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ominous, mysterious forces of occultism, which threatened to upend white society by, 
most unnervingly, converting white subjects into its fold. Perhaps the ultimate menace of 
black (oc)cultism was that, in penetrating the white psyche and remaking it in the image 
of black consciousness—an alien invasion against which not even reason defend—it 
threatened to eradicate whiteness itself. 
Perhaps not surprisingly then, two years later, in 1968, black charismata became a 
federally-recognized danger to the security of the nation: one month before Martin Luther 
King’s assassination, J. Edgar Hoover issued a now infamous memo under the FBI’s 
counterintelligence program asserting that the “prevent[ion] of the rise of a ‘messiah’ 
who could unify and electrify the militant black nationalist movement” was amongst the 
bureau’s paramount goals. The memo named King, the late Malcolm X, Elijah 
Muhammed, and Stokely Carmichael as fitting this description, and Hoover specifically 
referenced Carmichael as possessed of the requisite “charisma” to qualify him as “a real 
threat.”75  
That the supernatural is not frequently recognized as a vital force in radical 
movements of this period, however, may be attributed at least in part to the fact that many 
scholars (perhaps following secular Marxist convention) have concertedly tasked 
themselves with the construction of disenchanted historiographies. Inasmuch as the 
supernatural and religious evoke the mystifications of a hegemonic, reified world, 
Freudian and Marxist historiographies tend to privilege symptomatic treatments of the 
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supernatural and divine.76 Furthermore, inasmuch as the supernatural per se denotes a 
domain of existence prior to and in excess of human social and historical orders, 
poststructuralism and historical materialism alike generally have difficulty managing 
supernatural phenomena in their accounts. Paradoxically, however, reading the 
supernatural strictly in terms of its worldly discursive and phenomenological effects 
evacuates it of the very faculties (super-human ones) that arguably made it uniquely 
viable for those who engaged it in the first place. Such a reading not only effectively 
secularizes the supernatural (in treating it as an essentially human and worldly 
phenomenon), it also anthropocentrizes it.  
Although this reading practice can be observed in a range of scholarly works, an 
especially visible example may be found in Erica Edwards’s Charisma and the Fictions 
of Black Leadership, a study that performs its central intervention by critically 
reconstituting charisma not as an encounter with divine, supernatural, or otherworldly 
forces, but as a “cultural construction” and as a “discursive and performative terrain.”77 
By bracketing charisma as worldly and human, Edwards can distill it, summarily, as a 
“fiction,” a “storytelling regime,” and a set of “narrative impulses,” that serve to 
naturalize masculinity, heteronormativity, and hierarchical leadership models in black 
political movements.78 In working to reveal or expose how seemingly God-given 
qualities actually obscure underlying, but hidden social structures, this reading is 
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arguably exemplary of the symptomatic practices that recent critics have associated with 
depth hermeneutics—in this instance, Edwards particularly illustrates how, in Rita 
Felski’s words, the hermeneutics of suspicion “subscribe to a style of interpretation 
driven by a sprit of disenchantment.”79 Edwards recognizes the religious origins of the 
term “charisma,” briefly details the spiritual talents stipulated by charismatic theology, 
and she engages with Max Weber’s theorization of charisma as an irrational, supernatural 
irruption of the modern. But Edwards rejects these supernatural etiologies as politically 
unsatisfying, and insistently circumscribes black charisma within the domain of the 
discursive and performative, which, for her, offer a more compelling set of truths. Thus, a 
prior, tacit ontological investment in the essentially human, textual, and discursive status 
of charisma (an adjudication for which Edwards offers no rationale other than finding the 
prospect of extra-social divine powers politically distasteful) produces a reading with 
peculiar epistemological effects: in deauthorizing charisma as wrongheaded “fiction,” 
Edwards renders backwards and inerudite the allegiances of the very grassroots base that 
she claims she wants to redeem through her critical demystification of black leadership.  
In Edwards’ text and others, thus, the supernatural—and charisma in particular—
tend to be encountered either as inimical to political engagement, inasmuch as religion 
signals a reinvestment of energies away from political participation; or, alternately, as a 
hierarchizing, individualizing, and hegemonic force within politics that undermines 
political movements’ revolutionary potential. This characterization of charisma as an 
improper basis for progressive politics is perhaps further strengthened by charisma’s 
mobilization of inerudite and “uncritical” knowledges and practices associated with 
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religion: charisma draws not so much from ideology or noetic processes but from 
intuition, epiphanic insight, prophesy, and faith in the redemptive possibility of the 
extraordinary: of miracles, and unprecedented and improbable occurrences. It defers 
human agency and authority to that of the divine, and eschews the persuasiveness of 
rational critique in favor of the motivational force of affective intensity.  
And yet, supernatural and charismatic practices demand further attention not 
simply as “individualizing” or hierarchizing forces, but as sites of desiring-production 
that helped build, animate, and bind social movements together—albeit often in ways that 
did not straightforwardly adhere to liberal procedural ideals of egalitarianism (it is true 
that social movements organized around the figure of the charismatic leader do not 
present us with a democratic schema of equivalent subjects in the way that liberalism 
dictates). Under anthropocentric readings that privilege textuality, discourse, and 
ideology, charisma indeed emerges as an enshrining of personality at the expense of 
collectivity and systemic critique. An object-oriented approach, in contrast, favors an 
interest in the relations of exteriority—or capacities for action—that are opened up 
through charismatic practice. And as a anthro-decentrizing hermeneutic, it seeks to open 
space for thinking through charisma as a practice that interacted with the human-
independent efficacy of the supernatural. Posthumanist readings would look to the 
charismata not as “performative or discursive terrain,” but, in Latours words, as actants. 
In such a reading, charisma and other engagements with the supernatural emerge not at 
all as itineraries that militated against collectivity, but as strategies for proliferating points 
of interface and contact. This was contact not just between humans—often humans who 
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had historically experienced the state-enforced erosion of kinship and sociality (evident 
in the case of charismatic leadership in black political and religious communities, but also 
in charismatic practices in queer communities, as I will discuss momentarily), but also 
contact between the human and the inhuman. Rather than indexing the atomization of the 
subject, the charismatic, cultic, and other forms of deviant religious selfhood seemed, in 
contrast, to conjure in the public’s mind the subject’s vulnerability to radical permeability 
and dissolution—especially palpable in panic around the spread of cultic sociality, 
particularly in the discourse of brainwashing. Instead of reifying the bounded sovereignty 
of the liberal individual, the religious threat of the cult and charismatic leader was that 
they promised to literally efface the mind, to dissolve, arguably, individual autonomy into 
a set of more deterritorializing processes.80 
 If it can be argued that the social movement era was indeed a charismatic era—
both in a strictly discursive sense (in that charisma was manifestly a prominent social 
force during this time) as well as an ontological one (in that social movements recurrently 
mobilized explicit and implicit appeals to inhuman supernatural powers)—for purposes 
of this chapter, the question remains: what, exactly, can be said to be “queer” about the 
charismatic, or about the supernatural in general? As a figure that refused codes of 
conduct, affect, and propriety, and as a figure that evoked a kind of deviant willfulness, 
the charismatic organizer is arguably a very queer historical figure, particularly in the 
sense that Sara Ahmed describes in her reading of willfulness.81 And thanks to critics like 
Lacan and Bataille, it is very easy to see the ecstatic practices of the charismatic 
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traditions as sexual (though as Michael Warner aptly points out, reducing religion to sex 
appears most viable “only if you don’t especially believe in either one”).82 Thus, as a 
subject of social deviance, and as a subject whose interpellation as deviant occurred in 
part through her conjuring of indefinite, otherworldly forces, the charismatic activist 
might be said not only to be a queer subject, but an eminently weird one as well.  
But although the charismatic activist may be at once queer and weird in this broad 
sense, within the context of gay liberation specifically, the figure of the eccentric, 
charismatic organizer is especially recurrent within the historiography of this period’s 
LGBT politics. As this dissertation has already suggested, within transgender activism, 
charismatic efficacy has been linked to individuals such as Angela Douglas, Sylvia 
Rivera, Marsha P. Johnson, and Reed Erickson.83 Charisma’s enduring legacy as an vital 
force in progressive queer movements is remains perceptible in the hagiographic tenor of 
Michael Kasino’s 2012 documentary of Marsha P. Johnosn, Pay It No Mind, in which 
interviewees recurrently refer to Johnson as “Saint Marsha.”84 Angela Douglas’s 
trenchant queer willfulness is likewise manifest in scholarly and popular accounts of her 
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life’s work, and her conviction as to social utility of the otherworldly is well 
documented.85 
Major gay liberation groups expand this legible repertoire of queer charismatics, 
and further strengthen the image of queer charisma as a phenomenon that drew from 
specifically religious forces. While all of these charismatic organizers are strikingly weird 
figures, perhaps most notable in this milieu were Rev. Ray Broshears and Rt. Rev. 
Mikhail Itkin. Both hailed from what Christina Hanhardt has called “a not-uncommon 
mold for gay activists in the 1970s: those associated with sex radical subcultures, 
including leather and sex work, who were also spiritually oriented and often members of 
small, offbeat religious groups—some of which they themselves founded—that combined 
a wide variety of traditions, including paganism.”86 Itkin and Broshears circulated 
copiously in 1970s gay liberation activist cultures—Broshears mainly in the Bay area, 
Itkin in New York, and then later on the West Coast. Broshears was a founder of the San 
Francisco Gay Liberation Front and of the SF Gay Activists Alliance; he would also gain 
media notoriety for his work in founding one of the first gay safe street patrols, the 
Lavender Panthers, in 1973.87 Aside from his activist work, Broshears had the dubious 
distinction of reputedly being involved in not one but three presidential assassination 
efforts (Kennedy, Johnson, and Ford). He also faced accusations of working for the CIA, 
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and before moving to San Francisco, had served time for sex with a minor.88 Broshears’s 
legacy in the Bay Area queer community remained at once strongly felt and profoundly 
mixed: upon his death in 1982, the Bay Area Reporter’s obituary announced his passing 
with the headline, “Heaven Can’t Wait! Broshears Gets Final Call.”89 As Hanhardt has 
noted, Broshears seemed to have been possessed of a certain “curious charisma,” the 
indefinite force of which lay perhaps in its ability to “enthrall” even as it “repelled”—or, 
more likely, to enthrall precisely because it repelled.90  
Itkin’s activist and personal biography mirrored the peculiar eclecticism of 
Broshears’s. A consecrated bishop in the Order of Divine Love, Itkin was best known in 
religious communities for his major work of gay theology, The Radical Jesus and Gay 
Consciousness, published in 1972. He also made a number of high profile appearances in 
the gay liberation activist scene—famously, he helped lead the San Francisco GLF’s 
disruption of the APA convention in 1970.91 Over the course of his life, Itkin’s spiritual 
development brought him into affiliation with the Episcopal Church, Jehovas’ Witnesses, 
radical Mennonites, Eastern Orthodox Church, and possibly paganism (historian John 
Dececco claims that Itkin eventually “formed a gay coven”).92 In the 1960s, Itkin led the 
Psychedelic Peace Fellowship, a group “open to all persons seriously interested in the 
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relation of psychedelic experience to the nonviolent revolutionary movement.” 93 As 
such, Itkin’s peripatetic and arguably disorganized biography offers an interesting 
window into the irrational and nonsecular genealogies of contemporary queer politics—
genealogies which accede poorly not only to identity-based frameworks of politics but 
also to conventional left prescriptions for coalition. And, much like Broshears and many 
transgender activists, Itkin’s status as an atypical “personality” often imposes itself on 
accounts of his activist work: his propensity for “mood swings” and possible mental 
health difficulties have been repeatedly noted (Donald Stouder suggests ADHD and 
bipolar disorder). Less clinically, writers have assessed Itkin as “impish,” “jumpy,” 
“diminutive,” and, least charitably, as “a self- anointed little bloated toad.”94  
By all appearances, however, Itkin and Broshears’s disorganized and heterodox 
personalities seemed quite commensurate with their political aspirations, and, ultimately, 
helped fashion a heterogeneous gay liberation activist culture that engendered allegiances 
that perhaps could not have been linked through more “rational” vectors. Itkin’s travels, 
for instance, connected entheogenic experiments in social justice to such disparate gay 
countercultural efforts as the Cockettes performance troupe in San Francisco, Boston’s 
Fag Rag magazine, New York City’s gay Christian organizing, and Harry Hay and 
Arthur Evan’s gay spiritual movements on the West Coast. Broshears, similarly, had a 
history of working with poor, homeless, and sex worker queer and transgender 
communities in San Francisco’s Tenderloin, as well as with a number of Christian 
                                                
93 R Stuart, “Entheogenic Sects and Psychedelic Religions,” Maps 7 no. 1 (2002), 18 
94 Donald Stouder, Along the Thomasine Path (Lincoln: iUniverse, 2004), 112; Dececco, 318; Ian 
Young, “Mikhail Itkin: Tales of a Bishopric” Gay and Lesbian Review 26-27, Daniel Curzon, 
Dropping Names: The Delicious Memoirs of Daniel Curzon (San Francisco: IGNA Books, 2004), 
139-140. 
  202 
groups, local and Left community organizing projects, the elderly, and UFOlogists, to 
name a few.95  
The very fact of these figures’ eccentricities, however, seems to evoke, in the 
historiography, a sense of uncriticality or absence of sustained politics. Because their 
investments present as disorderly rather than clearly systemic, their allegiances tend to 
get relegated to the domain of apolitical “personality,” or, worse, to reactionary 
“individualism” rather than the sphere of progressive politics. Even in Harnhardt’s 
comparatively sympathetic discussion, for instance, in which she avows that accounts 
have slighted Broshears and Itkin for their “unstable” dispositions, Hanhardt aligns their 
“strong personalit[ies]” with a liberal politics of “militant visibility,” and 
“representativeness.” Itkins and Broshears’ very quirkiness thus establishes them, in other 
words, as exponents of a reified, liberal individualism.96 But the potential of their 
affective and interpersonal nonnormativities to foment points of interface and connection 
across social formations that might not have found common cause through ideological 
critique, and thereby to develop new and unexpected forms of sociality within and 
beyond queer cultures, remains largely uncommented upon. And Far from constituting an 
atomized “singularity,” nonnormative comportment is a strikingly recurrent phenomenon 
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in post-Stonewall queer activist cultures—it might even be said to present a particularly 
queer fixture in the post-Stonewall period’s weird gay politics. 
Broshears, for instance, claimed continuity with the distant past not just as a site 
of connection but also of political authority: he asserted his religious credentials as a 
matter of apostolic succession (a claim at which Itkin bristled), and received insight from 
the dead (incurring charges of “necromancy” from Itkin).97 Drawing from apostolic 
authority, Broshears often spoke about gay politics not straightforwardly as a project of 
rational social critique, but in more Manichean, spiritual terms: he offered his 
interpretations of biblical passages, for instance, as efforts to ward of “the forces of evil’s 
onslaught, in the Name of God, against gay people.”98 Although they often clashed 
theologically (admittedly, it is difficult not to read their disputes as narcissisms of small 
differences—they were wont to alternately excommunicate and then readmit each other 
to their respective, self-founded denominations), Broshears and Itkin shared an affinity 
for improvisational and unorthodox community building practices that leveraged 
religiosity as a resource for contact. In promoting Troy Perry’s “Take a Trick to Church” 
campaign, for instance, Broshears elicited optimism that the spontaneous, aleatory 
liaisons of gay sexual publics might be mobilized as the basis for more sanctified forms 
of queer sodality.99 And although Itkin denounced cults and occultism alike, in addition 
to his Psychedelic Peace Fellowship leadership, he presented himself as a public 
authority on “Esoteric Christianity” and was a proponent of ESP, likewise exemplifying 
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broader enthusiasm in this period that the mystical, unknowable and arcane offered 
special resources for oppositional politics.100 
Not just LGBT politics, but the social movement era more broadly might be 
argued, in sum, to have constituted a distinctly weird political era: both in the sense that it 
saw the infusion of the supernatural into the political realm, and in the sense that this 
period witnessed a profusion of departures from norms of propriety, conduct, and 
comportment. These two trajectories, moreover, were importantly interlinked. In both of 
these overlapping capacities—the magical and the nonnormative—the weird was a force 
that furthered the ends of oppositional political claims. Charisma especially encapsulated 
the inextricability of the weird’s dual dimensions as social and supernatural phenomenon: 
the charismatic figure was distinguished by, and achieved social efficacy in part through, 
her or his departures from social norms, often presenting as abnormally willful, eccentric, 
or, at the most extreme, unstable, mentally ill, or pathological. Inasmuch as charisma 
often eschewed liberal political ideals—for instance, rational critique, egalitarianism, and 
autonomous, bounded individualism—it has not often been recognized as a legitimate 
basis for progressive politics. And yet, charisma mined the permeability of bodies and 
psyches in ways that refused the rights-based liberal individualism with which radical 
movements were growing increasingly disillusioned. Charisma mobilized the possibilities 
of affective excess and affective transfer across bodies and populations, and it centered 
intuition, prophetic insight, and other unprofessional and illogical knowledges. Charisma 
                                                
100 Letter from Raymond Broshears to Mikhail Itkin, July 19, 1971, Itkin file, Broshears papers; 
“Esoteric Christianity” flyer, n.d. Itkin file, Broshears papers, GLBTHS. 
  205 
could mend afflicted bodies, foresee the future, collapse a room full of people into a 
singular will, even beguile the most powerful of their possessive investment in whiteness. 
As a supernatural phenomenon, however, charisma resists distillation to its strictly 
human and social circulation. As a spiritual gift, what gave the charismata distinct utility 
for activists was precisely that it offered powers otherwise unparalleled in the created 
world. In this sense, charisma was one incarnation of an array of inhuman forces that 
penetrated the political sphere during this time—charisma thus indexes not simply the 
nonnormative social qualities borne by radical activists, but the primeval, human-
independent forces with which human activists sought to interface for purposes of 
effecting change in the world. These activist uses of the supernatural illuminate a certain 
paradox for contemporary scholars: organizers of this time arguably turned to the limit of 
the social in order then act upon the social. Inasmuch as supernatural techniques of 
change involved causal agents that cannot be easily reduced to social orders, these 
techniques would appear to be poorly served by hermeneutics that treat the social as a 
closed, hermetically sealed system.101 
The supernatural, thus, demands further reflection not simply as an animating 
discourse, but as an ontological facet of progressive politics during the social movement 
era. It particularly warrants inquiry as an ontology that became important within queer 
politics because, as I will detail, queer activists were distinct in that they recurrently 
asserted deviant gender and sexuality as bearing a privileged ontological relation to the 
divine, magical, and otherworldly. “Queer” emerges recurrently in this historical moment 
not only as ontologically marked by magic, by extension, as irreducible to worldly social 
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orders, unfathomable to the human mind, and, on a basic level, inhuman. But although 
queer was understood to be inhuman and not wholly of this world, queer’s inhuman force 
nonetheless constantly cross-cut and shaped human and social orders alike—in fact, its 
very ability to shape and mold social reality was derived in large part from its 
supernatural vitality. In this respect, magia sexualis very much evoked “queer” and 
“weird’s” etymological roots in otherworldly powers that at once deviate from and 
militate against normative, profane orders. 
In the next section, I draw from recent speculative thought to reflect on the occult 
vitality of the queer elicited in the works of John Rechy and Gloria Anzaldúa, writing in 
the early 1960s and early 1980s, respectively.  As a theoretical frame, speculative realism 
has incurred wariness for its putative endorsement of forms of “unmediated” being. 
However, the production and circulation of weird queer ontologies in this period directs 
us to an object-oriented perspective that centers rather than elides questions of gender, 
sexuality, and race.102 This is because, as I have already suggested, activists during this 
time were experimenting with the unique vitality of forces that were specifically prior to 
any social relation.103 Queer critics posited magia sexualis as prior to its social and 
historical context in much the same way that object-oriented ontology posits the object as 
prior to its relations. In both object-oriented ontology and these early queer of color 
critiques, the irreducibility of the object, in this case, “queer,” to its context is what 
enables it to subvert the conditions of its context—in other words, what gives queer 
distinct agentive capacity. I thus read Rechy and Anzaldúa’s works alongside more 
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familiar, white gay pagans Harry Hay and Arthur Evans to argue that mystical, occult, 
and pagan ontologies of queerness helped counter Enlightenment entelechies of rights-
based liberalism. Beyond allowing for new readings of this historical moment—and in 
particular, allowing for new readings of “queer” as a site of nonnormative agency—an 
ontological reading of magia sexualis also presents a new possibilities for our 
contemporary moment of queer theory. Rechy, Anzaldúa, Hay, and Evans not only 
present models of queer gender and sexuality that challenge dominant modernist 
narratives, refusing anthropocentric paradigms of scientia sexualis and the confessional’s 
emphasis on sexual transparency, recognition, and disclosure; perhaps more radically, an 
inhuman ontology of magia sexualis presents precisely that: a theory of queer being that 
puts pressure on the de-ontologization of gender and sexuality under linguistic 
paradigms. Ontological engagements with magia sexualis direct critics today to consider 
what may be gained by considering “queer” not simply as perfomative, relational, or as a 
positionality – a resistance to regimes of the normal, for instance – but as constative and 
substantial.  
 
Part II 
Queer Ontologies of the Weird  
 
Before considering how queer communities engaged magia sexualis as a weird 
ontology, a brief exposition of speculative and object-oriented philosophy is warranted, 
since these literatures have unevenly integrated into gender and sexuality studies. To 
date, the ontological turn’s influence on gender and sexuality studies has emphasized 
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Deleuzian and new materialist traditions.104 Beyond this context, however, thinkers 
associated with speculative philosophy largely reject materialist frameworks, along with 
systems-based and relational philosophies.105 For thinkers who have followed Graham 
Harman’s influential work, an object is understood as any “unified entity irreducible to its 
component pieces or to its effects on the surrounding environment.”106 OOO’s objects 
may include, as Timothy Morton writes, such heterogeneous elements as “shadows and 
fear, language and lipstick… billiard balls and photons.”107 The emphasis on immaterial 
and extra-empirical dimensions of reality can be perceived not just in Morton’s repertoire 
of objects, but in many speculative thinkers’ indebtedness to theology and forms of 
magical thinking.108 
Speculative philosophy’s refusal to prioritize object relations generates its 
foundational assertion (against materialist and systems philosophies) that ontologically, 
objects withdraw from all access. This claim is radically anti-foundationalist in that it 
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proposes that objects are withdrawn not just from human contact and the human mind, 
but from each other as well. Harman’s anthro-decentrizing philosophy universalizes the 
epistemological gap that Western philosophy reserved for the human-world relationship: 
he proposes that all objects distort and fail, finally, to grasp or contact each other.109 This 
claim challenges precepts of constructivism and historicism in its refusal of the premise 
that entities are produced, and hence best interpreted and understood, through their 
contexts—in their totality, these contexts cannot “exhaust the reality of the object they 
compose.”110 This foreclosure of access, knowledge, or contact, is what, for Harman and 
others, secures the mysterious and weird dimensions of reality. Attending to weirdness, 
Harman’s work suggests, requires not the dogged enumeration of context (the mandate of 
the new historicism), or the unveiling of underlying structures (a symptomatic approach 
that OOO rejects as naïve), but rather, the enumeration of how objects “absorb and resist 
their conditions of production… [how] they are to some extent autonomous even from 
their own properties.”111 As textual practice, in asserting the autonomy of the object from 
its context—thus its ability to challenge expectation—and encouraging critics to attend to 
the object’s mystery rather than debunk or see through it, Harman’s object-oriented 
approach presents a helpful way of adapting the imperatives of the descriptive turn to the 
thematics of withdrawal and secrecy in queer occultism. 
Harman’s weird realism is usefully expounded upon in Eugene Thacker’s 
nihilistic meditations on philosophy as a project that grapples with reality’s devastating 
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and unfathomable indifference to the human. In In the Dust of This Planet Thacker 
aruges that humans have attempted to confront the unthinkability of inhuman reality at 
through antirational and anti-linguistic genres such as darkness mysticism, negative 
theology, and, more recently, supernatural horror and black metal. To clarify how 
humans have struggled to engage a withdrawn and indifferent reality, Thacker proposes a 
conceptual distinction between the “world-for-us,” traditionally the scope of philosophy, 
and the “world-without-us.”  The former, Thacker writes, denotes “the world that we, as 
human beings, interpret and give meaning to, the world that we relate to or feel alienated 
from, the world that we are at once a part of and that is also separate from the human.”112 
And while geology, archeology, and atmospheric sciences explicate the objective content 
of the “Earth,” Thacker notes that  
By necessity there are other characteristics that are not accounted for, that are not 
measured, and that remain hidden and occulted. Anything that reveals itself does 
not reveal itself in total. This remainder, perhaps, is the “Planet.” In a literal 
sense the Planet moves beyond the subjective World, but it also recedes behind 
the objective Earth. The Planet is a planet, it is one planet among other planets, 
moving the scale of things out from the terrestrial into the cosmological 
framework.”113  
 
Thacker proposes that the challenge for speculative critique is “confronting this 
enigmatic concept of the world-without-us, and understanding why this world-without-us 
continues to persist in the shadows of the world-for-us and the world-in-itself.”114 
Thacker’s writing moves through an array of texts to reflect on the Planet’s 
incomprehensibility, the impossibility of existence, and the human’s ineluctable and 
finally “weird” disjunction from reality. 
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 Although speculative realism’s emphasis on decontexualized inquiry may make it 
a counterintuitive framework to apply to critiques of the political imbrications of race, 
gender, and sexuality, basic themes enumerated by critics like Thacker and Harman—
particularly their interest in the mysterious, weird dimensions of the cosmos—are 
strikingly resonant with the occult investments of early queer of color theorizing. This 
resonance is perhaps especially palpable in John Rechy’s groundbreaking 1963 gay 
cruising novel, City of Night, which offers a remarkable queer ontology of the occult. 
Tracing the exploits of the novel’s protagonist, an unnamed—and likely 
autobiographical—hustler, through the obscured queer underworlds of New York, Los 
Angeles, and New Orleans, Rechy’s writing is evocative of speculative philosophy’s 
efforts to contend with the crushing indifference and mystery of a weird and inhuman 
world. Cruising, for Rechy, is not the utopian site of contact it elicits for more recent 
queer of color writers like Samuel Delany or José Munõz. Instead, cruising affirms for 
Rechy the futility of relations. Rechy’s characters are withdrawn into themselves, 
wandering through a “world of dim bars characterized by nervous gestures, furtive looks, 
masked Loneliness.”115 Unlike the magnanimous sexual community of Delany’s porn 
theaters—in which the patrons’ unsolicited acts of charity allow Delany to develop an 
entire theory of “contact” based on spontaneous benevolence and good will—Rechy’s 
protagonist consistently withholds affection and intimacy from his tricks. The narrator 
and his fellow underworld denizens are repeatedly characterized as “masked” and 
“costumed”—sometimes they wear literal costumes, other times their disguises are the 
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effect of more elaborate performances. Connection between humans is a highly 
contingent, distorted experience, effected only through intermediary “vicars,” as Harman 
might put it, through the facades of identity.116 Sexuality itself, and homosexuality in 
particular, is narrated as a weird withdrawal in Rechy’s text: after the narrator’s initial, 
failed effort at heterosexual consummation as an adolescent, he reflects that “the 
discovery of sex… releasing as it had been merely turned me strangely further within 
myself. Mutually, we withdrew from each other.”117 Signaling his immanent descent into 
the queer world of hustling, he continues, “it was somewhere about that time that the 
narcissistic pattern of my life began.”118 Beyond his literary alter-ego, Rechy himself was 
an avowed narcissist, and publicly claimed narcissism as a prerogative of homosexuality:  
he participated in California’s bodybuilding culture long before it became a mainstream 
cultural phenomenon, and was notorious for posing shirtless on his novel jacket covers.119 
 City of Night also recurrently aligns the queer with the inhuman. The sexualized 
underworld of Times Square, for instance, frames humans against a backdrop of 
overpowering, indifferent inhuman objects: “dark ratting tunnels, smelly pornographic 
toilets, newsstands futilely splashing the subterranean depths,” ledges, benches, trees, and 
“popcorn-crunching leaves.”120 The “islandcity” of Manhattan, Rechy writes, “glittered 
like an electric, magnetic animal… The streets… the movie theaters… the parks… the 
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many, many different rooms. That was the world I would live in.”121  While later writings 
like Delany’s Times Square Red, Times Square Blue depict nonhuman materials to 
conjure a gritty realism of Times Square’s sexual publics, in the end, for Delany, these 
materials arguably serve humanist imaginaries. In Delany’s work, the unsavory detritus 
and debris of pre-gentrification midtown actually provide the material conditions of 
possibility for heterogeneous human access and community within the space of Times of 
Square. In Delany’s book, unkempt bathrooms, sticky floors, and dirty seats are objects 
that signal the expansiveness and possibility of human contact—they mark the porn 
theater’s equivalent openness to the disabled, the homeless, the workers, and the literary 
professoriat alike. Rechy’s account, in contrast, does not imbue nonhuman objects with 
these redemptive, human-oriented qualities. For Rechy’s protagonist, choosing to live in 
a queer world meant choosing something more like Thacker’s Planet, a reality in which 
humans were continually contending with their limit, with human atomization, and with 
the overwhelming force of the inhuman. 
 But although the material objects of nonhuman reality are scattered across 
Rechy’s book, the most prominent manifestations of the inhuman in City of Night are 
immaterial: darkness and the wind. City of Night is especially a text of the queer occult in 
the sense that the queer, in Rechy’s writing, is continually marked as obscured, 
concealed, and hidden: themes that would arguably achieve a degree of unfashionability 
when gay politics would come increasingly to articulate itself in terms of visibility after 
the Stonewall riots in 1969. If contemporary LGBT politics has distinguished itself in 
part through the mandate to prevail against forces that would render homosexuality 
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invisible or obscured, City of Night instead accedes to gay concealment—and the 
darkness of the night is the text’s primary mechanism of occulting. This darkness is, 
moreover, a vital and seething presence: Rechy recalls the nights of El Paso as 
“Awesomely dark;” the darkness is “thundering,” it swallows strangers in Times Square 
theaters with its “wolfmouth,” and drowns drag queens in their beds. Shadows pursue, 
grapple, and lap at the city dwellers. 122 In the novel, darkness emerges not just as a 
reminder of the unknowable and obscured qualities of queer life in the “nightcities,” it 
also signals its hermetic and magical dimensions: as one character puts it to the narrator, 
darkness’s immanence as a magical force makes it much more present, even if 
incomprehensible, than any abstract, transcendent divine: “there is much to believe in the 
occult, you know. How is it possible for our time to believe in the fairytale of God and 
not in the other dark powers? …I have seen witches, I have seen them work, but I have 
not seen God.”123  
Rechy’s soldering of the dark arts with the queer occurs with particular force in 
the book’s frenetic Mardi Gras scene in the New Orleans French Quarter. Rechy proffers 
Mardi Gras as a kind of Halloween for queers: for one day out of the year, under the 
cover of the festivity’s conventions, the deviant can walk freely amongst the normal. As 
Mardi Gras approaches, the narrator fantasizes about leaving the city, but Tuesday 
arrives, and he is swept away by the parade, a “mob frenzy… like an epidemic out of 
control, claiming more victims each darkening moment.”124 As the parade escalates in 
intensity, it becomes progressively more inhuman, weird, and eventually Lovecraftian. 
                                                
122 Ibid 2, 9, 23, 265, 200. 
123 Ibid 61. 
124 Ibid 313. 
  215 
Rechy turns to a grammar of animals and monsters: of paper whistles unfurling suddenly 
“like a rigid-spined worm,” bands of “red-dressed men and women in black-tentacled 
masks.” Their movements efface the boundaries of species, dancing in a “maddened 
street… like a flock of startled red-winged bats… caracoling along.”125  
At the “magic witching hour” occasioned by the reveling tourist crowds, the drag 
queens are the first of the city’s “real” monsters to venture into the streets, like “like 
prisoners fleeing a jail.”126 The protagonist regards the queens as witches, and singles out 
one in particular, Chi-Chi. Like the protagonist, Chi-Chi’s race marks her as doubly 
queer, and if City of Night’s narrator experiences queerness in part through his suspension 
between his natal geography of El Paso and the “darkcities” of public sex, Chi-Chi 
likewise struggles in an impossible space of exteriority to a binary gender system. Like 
the protagonist, Chi-Chi’s darkness, at once a queer and racialized one, seems to align her 
more deeply with the occult: her drag is “witchshoes” and smoke, her movements are like 
rituals, and her cigarette holder a “fairy-wand.”127 The protagonist marvels at Chi-Chi as 
an “incredible gigantic white owl.”128 A few moments later, when a tourist and his wife 
humiliate Chi-Chi by asking her to “give us a real big fairy pose” while taking a photo, 
Chi-Chi leaps into action, clocking the man in the face.129 But the encounter is a 
profoundly ambivalent one for Chi-Chi, who finds herself trapped between the leering 
gaze of the cisgender world and the constraints of her own massive body – the body that 
at once gave her the power to strike back at her offenders, but that also betrayed her to 
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them in the first place. As Rechy describes, Chi-Chi stands over the tourists immobilized, 
“crushed by that something too overwhelmingly unfair to define.”130 Chi-Chi’s encounter 
with the impossibility of her reality is so acute that the tourist, felled by the queen, picks 
himself up and simply leaves, the protagonist speculates, having seen his own fate 
“hovering over him—over us—like a dreadful cloud.”131 Reminiscent of the “cloud of 
unknowing” in the Christian negative theological tradition, in this scene, drag queen 
witch would seem to index the unknowable, impossible, and inhuman dimensions of 
reality that speculative realism tells us is nonetheless immanent to human existence. 
But still more prominent as a mysterious and inhuman force in City of Night is the 
wind, which offers probably the most pronounced and recurrent motif of the book. Before 
opting for a title that captured the text’s emphasis on darkness, Rechy had considered 
Storm Heaven and Protest and It Begins in Wind as earlier titles for the work.132 If the 
darkness in City of Night imposed itself, often with a magical aura, on humans, the wind 
inflicts itself as a more patently overwhelming, ruthless, and impersonal indifference. The 
wind’s force is an ongoing reminder of human finitude, particularly of the impotence of 
human agency: Rechy’s winds are continually “shrieking,” “lashing,” and dwarfing 
human activities with displays of super-natural powers. In eclipsing the human, the wind 
provincializes human knowledge—Rechy evokes the “mysterious, disturbing murmuring 
of the wind,” its speech cryptic and impenetrable.133  Like the darkness, Rechy links wind 
specifically to the queer: winds prelude encounters with a trick, for instance, and scenes 
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introducing the urban spaces of queer sex, like Times Square and the French Quarter, are 
framed, by furious, raging hurricanes. 
But the wind is an especially noteworthy motif in City of Night because it indexes 
the incursion of the supernatural—specifically, the demonic—into human affairs. The 
wind’s significance as a specifically demonic force is conveyed through the books’ many 
allusions to Dante Aligheri’s Divine Comedy. City of Night’s opening epigraph quotes 
James Thomson’s poem, “The City of Dreadful Night,” which, as Mark Jordan points 
out, in turn draws its epigraph from the famous inscription over the gates of hell: “Per me 
si va nella citta dolente”—through me the way to the city of woe.134 As Jordan has 
suggested, the protagonist’s travels and encounters with many confessors mirrors Dante’s 
journey through hell.135 And Rechy’s moribund depictions of America’s queer 
“darkcities” arguably takes up the tradition of Dante’s dystopian urbanism: as Andy 
Merrifield observes, Rechy’s cities, like the town of Cesena in The Inferno, very much 
evoke a place “somewhere between freedom and tyranny.”136  
But Rechy develops his most extensive homage to Dante through his use of wind. 
In The Inferno, shortly after entering hell, Dante accompanies Virgil to a “place where no 
light shone at all,/ bellowing like the sea racked by a tempest, when/ warring winds attack 
it from both sides.”137 Dante learns that before him, the souls of the lustful are swept 
helplessly back and forth, battered by an “infernal storm.” 138 The principle of 
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contrapasso suggests that because they have subordinated the “light” of reason to their 
appetites, the lustful are fated to an eternity of darkness, their earthly drives vanquished 
by the forces of the gales. As Thacker emphasizes in his own reading of Dante, the 
passage gradually reveals to the reader that “this tempestuous scene is not the backdrop 
for some new demon, but… the wind, the rain, and the storm itself is the demon. This 
‘black wind’ (aura nera) is at once invisible and yet dramatically manifest, coursing 
through the swarming bodies of the damned.”139  
Rechy establishes City of Night’s referentiality to Dante’s demonic wind in the 
book’s dramatic introit, in which the protagonist, as a child, watches his dying dog from 
his window during a Texas storm at night. Rechy identifies the windstorm as infernal 
from the outset – its clouds, he notes, were “like steel doors locking you out from 
Heaven.”140 As the narrator anxiously watches over his dog, Rechy invokes the imagery 
of Dante’s tempest: the wind thrashes the curtains of the small house like “lost birds” just 
as Dante’s demonic winds propel the damned along like “crowded flocks.”141 And the 
Texas night, like the windstorm of the damned, becomes “Awesomely dark.”142 As the 
storm gains power, its inhuman force relentlessly overwhelms: it drives boxes and weeds 
against the walls of the building, and the narrator watches his dog with mounting, 
helpless, anxiety: “If I keep looking at her, she can’t possibly die! A tumbleweed rolled 
over her.”143 (The dog’s eventual death is in fact reminiscent of a different sense of the 
demonic that Thacker discusses elsewhere: the dog serves as a nonhuman mediator that 
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allows the human protagonist to confront human finitude, and, ultimately, the godless 
indifference of the universe.) Later, upon discovering that he had not interred the dog 
deep enough, the protagonist and his brother and dig up the body, and immediately, he 
recounts, “I turned away. I had seen the decaying face of death. My mother was right. 
Soon Winnie will blend into the dirt. There was no soul, the body would rot, and there 
would be Nothing left of Winnie.”144 Paradoxically, however, this foreclosure of 
existence is not immobilizing for the narrator but foundational – it marks a beginning: 
“That is the incident of my early childhood that I remember most often. And that is why I 
say it begins in the wind. Because somewhere in that plain of childhood time must have 
been planted the seeds of the restlessness.”145 In this moment, Rechy’s narrator is not just 
passively beset but inscribed by the demonic, he internalizes it. And indeed, it is the 
demonic wind—the queer wind of the lustful—that propels the protagonist throughout 
the rest of the book. Although lust is what removes the queer from the rational, profane 
world of daylight and heterosexual society, queer, in Rechy’s rendering, denotes not the 
damned, languishing souls that are haplessly subjected to the infernal forces of nature. 
Rather, City of Night writes queer as the force of demonic immanence, irreducible to, but 
coursing through the bodies in the subterranean cities. In this respect, Rechy rewrites 
Dante’s demonic wind as a vital force of the queer. This demonic restlessness, a “strange, 
immanent, and fully distributed ‘life force’ of… black wind,” as Thacker writes, is at 
once what places queer beyond the domain of the worldly, human, and knowable, but 
also, for Rechy, what makes queer an animating presence, one that constantly rubs up 
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against the constraints of social and material boundaries, ceaselessly in motion, 
ceaselessly disturbed.146 
Rechy’s account presents, in the end, a realist, if decidedly antifoundationalist and 
magical engagement with the queer. The work’s association with literary naturalism is 
one testament to his realist investments, indeed, the novel been critiqued for privileging 
“reporting” over literary style: for prioritizing, in other words, reality over 
representation.147 But Rechy’s realism is not a naïve realism –it looks quite a bit more 
like the weird realism Harman and Thacker attribute to supernatural horror writers like 
H.P. Lovecraft. Despite the tendency to read Rechy’s writing within the genre of the 
confessional, and thereby align it with narratives of identity formation and personal 
discovery, in major respects, Rechy’s realism refuses to reconcile the unknowable and 
inaccessible dimensions of reality—Rechy’s nocturnal, subterranean lifeworlds decline 
the injunction to make known or calculable the interiority of “queer.”  If Rechy’s writing 
is indeed to be likened to reporting, it is a kind of reporting that describes and explores 
hiddenness rather than uncovering it. As James Baldwin provocatively wrote of City of 
Night in 1963, Rechy “reminds us of what we do not know, and even more, perhaps, of 
what we do not want to know, and this is a most humbling and liberating achivement.”148 
In this way, Rechy’s is more of an occulted realism.149 But unlike Harman and Thacker’s 
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accounts, which take up the opacity of reality in general, Rechy renders queer as 
exemplary of reality’s weirdness. In his carnival scene of existential horror, and 
especially in the demonic, lustful wind, queer emerges as something with a privileged but 
unfathomable relation to the magical, mysterious, and otherworldly—something finally 
irreducible to human orders, inapprehendable, withdrawn, and yet powerfully animating. 
Rechy offers, very much in the tradition of speculative thought, an occult ontology of 
queer.  
Rechy’s effort at formulating a weird, occult queer ontology in City of Night was 
hardly a singular occurrence in queer cultural and political production during the years 
surrounding the social movements. Rather, Rechy’s queer occultism arguably saw a 
lasting legacy in queer of color critique in the later 1970s and early 1980s, perhaps most 
strikingly in the early writings of fellow occult enthusiast Gloria Anzaldúa. Anzaldúa was 
an avowed admirer of Rechy’s: in Borderlands/La Frontera, Anzaldúa recounts that in 
the 1960s, City of Night became the first Chicano novel read, after which she “walked 
around in stunned amazement that a Chicano could write and get published.”150 Writing 
for This Bridge Called My Back in 1981, Anzaldúa adapts Rechy’s queer darkness 
mysticism into a more explicitly racialized ontology in her essay, “La Prieta” – or “The 
Dark One.” Like Rechy’s novel, the opening paragraphs of the piece bring an 
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overpowering wind: a sudden hurricane that “open[s] the door to the old images that 
haunt,” temporarily deterring Anzaldúa from finishing her work out of fear of 
confronting the sedimentations of racism, misogyny, and heteronormativity within her 
family and community.151 Later in the essay, Anzaldúa pays homage to Rechy in a 
passage in which she recounts burying a childhood dog, a primal scene that likewise 
dramatizes an original confrontation with human finitude. Anzaldúa’s dog, however, is a 
casualty not of the indiscriminate indifference of nature, but of the particularized forces 
of environmental racism: the dog perishes “retching in the backyard” from insecticide 
poisoning.152 
But as “La Prieta” brings to the forefront a critique of the socially specific 
machinations of gender, race, class, and sexuality, Anzaldúa also retains an occultism that 
links “queer” to forces that are not wholly worldly. Perhaps most strikingly, the wind 
recurs as Anzaldúa asserts herself to the reader: “I am a wind-swayed bridge, a 
crossroads inhabited by whirlwinds. Gloria, the facilitator. Gloria the mediator, straddling 
the walls between abysses.”153 In this passage, Anzaldúa repurposes Rechy’s demonic 
wind for a more explicitly intersectional critique: the wind is not so much a metaphor for 
intersectionality, in that it does not simply stand in for intersectionality, but is in this 
instance the incarnation of overdetermined, mysterious forces.154 Like in Rechy’s text, 
Gloria—she repeatedly invokes herself by her first name, a chanted exaltation to the 
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supernatural—is the mediator, the channeler of spirits, the vicar of a dark, demonic 
queerness. Inasmuch as the windswept bridge traverses the spatiality of something 
beyond demarcation—the walls between abysses--Anzaldúa’s intersectional occult 
ontology is demonic not just in the senses elaborated by Rechy and Thacker; it is also 
evocative of what Catherine McKittrick has called “demonic grounds” in her writing on 
the geographies of black women’s experiences. As McKittrick writes, as a technique for 
charting the “unrepresentability of black femininity,” the demonic “connotes a working 
system that cannot have a determined, or knowable outcome;” it invites a conceptual 
pathway in which “uncertainty, disorganization, or something supernaturally demonic is 
integral to the methodology.”155  
Anzaldúa continues her meditation on the occult dimensions of queer, expanding 
the supernatural lexicon through which she theorizes the intersectional: “Think of me as 
Shiva, a many-armed and legged body with one foot on brown soil, one on white, one in 
straight society, one in the gay world, the man’s world, the women’s one limb in the 
literary world, another in the working class, the socialist, and the occult worlds.”156 
Building on the Hindu pantheon, Anzaldúa, much like Audre Lorde’s early writing, 
appeals to the prepatriarchal and prelapsarian as a site of magical and irrational racialized 
feminine power: “We fear our power, fear our feminine selves, fear the strong woman 
within, especially the black Kali aspect, dark and awesome.”157 
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But “La Prieta” is especially remarkable for a possibility it pursues that texts like 
Thacker’s and Rechy’s do not fully explore: the idea that queer’s occult registers might 
be the source of previously unanticipated magical forms of specifically political action, 
and that queer magical acting may in turn provide the basis for a new kind of oppositional 
politics. Anzaldúa develops this possibility most directly in her section on what she calls 
“El Mundo Zurdo,” or “the Left-Handed World.” Anzaldúa’s Mundo Zurdo is a 
messianic vision of a new “recreation of the self and a reconstruction of society” that will 
countervail the interlocking forces of oppression through a praxis that she names as 
equally political and spiritual.158 With “El Mundo Zurdo,” Anzaldúa fuses two meanings 
of “Left,” as signaling progressive politics—in the sense of “leftist”—as well as dark 
magic, sorcery, and demonology.159 In the Bible, the left hand distinguishes those cast 
away from God and unto Satan: “He will say to those at his left hand, ‘you that are 
accursed, depart from me into the eternal fire prepared for the devil.’” This passage from 
Matthew, notably, recalls queer’s etymology as that which is athwart of the Lord, and 
suggests that Anzaldúa, similarly, envisions queer as the inheritance of those divested of 
normative Christian models of redemption.160 But furthermore, in Western esotericism, 
“The Left-Hand Path” refers to a set of spiritual practices associated with black magic 
and Satanism, characterized by their antipathy towards social convention, emphasis on 
sexuality and especially sexual magic, and prioritization of a sacralized body over a 
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transcendent, dematerialized spirit.161 On multiple levels, thus, the path of El Mundo 
Zurdo offers a praxis appropriate for “the Dark One:” it seeks to mine mystical powers of 
a queerness that is dark equally in its occult and its racial ontologies. In an earlier 1977 
poem about El Mundo Zurdo (Anzaldúa developed this concept over a number of years), 
Anzaldúa makes more explicit the supernatural faculties of those who will bring about 
the Left-handed world: “together we will walk/through walls by the lunar/light see 
our/left-handedness/with our third eye.”162 She concludes with a with a proclamation of 
El Mundo Zurdo’s primordial, elemental, and messianic dimensions: “We are the 
awakening feminine presence/ We are the earth/ We are the second coming.”163 
What Anzaldúa and Rechy’s writings present, ultimately, is a vision of queer at 
once implicated in the social – that is, in the political and historical trajectories of 
sexuality, race, class, and gender –and yet also ontologically distinguished by mysterious 
and magical forces that are escape human, worldly orders. At their most provocative, the 
queer darkness mysticisms of Rechy’s City of Night and Anzaldúa’s early writings 
arguably elude the constitution of sexuality in terms of its human historical and social 
relations. In so doing, these texts resist the modernist soldering of sexuality with regimes 
of human language, science, and knowledge, instead insistently affixing the queer to the 
mysterious, inhuman, and unearthly. In this respect, Rechy and Anzaldúa also complicate 
narratives that would annex intersectional critique to secular projects of deconstruction. 
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Arguably, Rechy and Anzaldúa present less like social constructivists, and perhaps more 
like intersectional demonologists, who sought to mine the political and ontological 
possibilities of queer’s dark and mystified powers. Anzaldúa finally conjoins the political 
and ontological most forcefully in her theorization of El Mundo Zurdo, in which 
queerness’s special magical efficacy makes possible the vision of entirely novel and 
unexpected horizons of radical change, of activist praxes that refuse to be absorbed into 
the context that came before: as she writes, “Some of us are leftists, some of us 
practitioners of magic. Some of us are both. But these different affinities are not opposed 
to each other. In El Mundo Zurdo I with my own affinities and my people with theirs can 
live together and transform the planet.”164  
By highlighting how queer emerges in these works as an extra-human and extra-
social ontology, an object-oriented reading also helps throw into relief the double-edged 
politics of constructivist hermeneutics. Insisting upon wholly social and human accounts 
of reality works not just to denaturalize and reveal the machinations of hegemonic 
structures, it also cuts in the opposite direction by rendering backwards and inerudite the 
cosmologies of marginalized communities that declined to adhere to constructivism’s 
epistemological hierarchies. But as Rechy and Anzaldúa’s writings evoke, magical and 
religious knowledges—knowledges that are particularly vulnerable to dismissal as 
“essentialism” precisely because they deal in the metaphysical, unmediated, and 
antirelational—have played an integral role in oppositional queer cosmologies. The 
enduring appeal of Anzaldúa’s theory of El Mundo Zurdo perhaps testifies to the 
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continued vitality of these counter-ontologies.165 Today, “El Mundo Zurdo” is the title of 
an annual conference dedicated to Anzaldúa’s life and work, currently in its seventh year, 
as well as the object of many activist and academic efforts at feminist theological and 
political theorizing.166 
However, beyond their legacies in contemporary academe, at the time, Rechy and 
Anzaldúa’s deployments of queer occultisms occurred against a much broader backdrop 
of queer political experiments in magic. As this chapter’s earlier discussion indicates, 
writing at 1963 and 1981 respectively, these authors may be said to bracket a much larger 
turn to the magical as a modality of oppositional politics. This turn was much broader 
than LGBT organizing, and yet, queer engagements with magical sexuality were distinct 
in that they recurrently looked to queer as the bearer of privileged super-human abilities 
and insight. Rechy and Anzaldúa’s writings exemplify the currents of paganism, 
demonology, and black magic that often flowed through these queer supernatural 
imaginaries. If many Christian gay activists emphasized the efficacy of the charismata, 
the years between Rechy’s and Anzaldúa’s writings also saw growing enthusiasm for the 
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idea that the unique spiritual capabilities of queer eluded the stipulations of the 
Abrahamic traditions.  
Today, the best-known proponents of this perspective were associated with gay 
paganisms of the 1970s, including activist leaders Arthur Evans and Harry Hay, whose 
Radical Faerie movement had begun to take shape by the end of the decade. Although 
Evans and Hay disagreed on many specifics about gay spirituality, they shared an interest 
in aligning homosexuality with animistic conceptions of nature, they drew from sweeping 
historical narratives that they believed affirmed magia sexualis’s transcendence of time 
and culture, and they envisioned a queer politics that drew from the special insights and 
affectivity afforded by queer magic. Much like Anzaldúa’s demonic, intersectional 
queerness, Hay understood the magical to offer a break from the constraints of secular, 
mechanistic causality, thereby opening new possibilities for worldly change. As he wrote 
in 1975, for gays, “the leap to spirit and to freedom [is a leap] from the deterministic 
realm of causality, from materialism.”167 And like Anzaldúa, Hay’s writings associate 
queer sexuality with inhuman, magical creatures. Contemporary writings often overlook 
the use of “Fairy” in the literal sense, but Hay also turned to other folklore creatures to 
elaborate the nonhuman basis of gay sexuality, suggesting his interest in “Fairy’s” more 
magical referent.168 Hay was fond, for instance, of referring to gays as changelings—in 
other words, as only apparently human creatures surreptitiously left in the place of human 
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children.169 If there were any doubt about Hay’s intentions as to the literality of “Fairy,” 
or about Fairy powers as a possible ingredient for gay social change, Hay offered the 
following in one of his manifestoes: “We CAN create a magnificent culture. Utterly 
alien, weird, beautiful, loving healing. We CAN leave straight reality… I know! I’ve 
done it. Fairies are not human… We are beings of light! Consciousness. Power. You 
really can fly. Let’s return to the stars.”170 In evoking Fairy as a radical departure from 
straight reality—achieved through a display of power no less dramatic than taking flight--
Hay’s writings, like Anzaldúa and Rechy’s, conjure a vision of queer as something that, 
through its basis in the otherworldly, wholly subverts the conditions of its social context. 
Hay and Evans thus shared other queer mystics’ understanding of queer magic as 
something that made it ontologically irreducible to historical context. Because, in their 
view, domains that preceded human orders were constitutive of the queer, manifestations 
of magical queerness could be perceived across broad expanses of history and social 
location. Like feminist writers such as Anzaldúa and Audre Lorde, Hay extolled we he 
regarded as feminized, sacred sexuality in the mystery traditions of premodernity, 
emphasizing that the “gay primevals” of Ancient Egypt, classical antiquity, and pre-
Christian Europe highlighted queers’ innate aptitude for “managing humans’ relations 
with the divine.” Hay associated premodern queer and women’s religious practices with 
sites of sacred “mystery” and “darkness” that were inaccessible to the heterosexual 
mind.171  
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Likely the most extensive historical study of magia sexualis, however, was Arthur 
Evans’ Witchcraft and the Gay Counterculture, first published as a series of essays in the 
Boston newsletter Fag Rag, then released as a book in 1978. After announcing his 
intention to disregard the conventions of “professional” history, particularly in his use of 
myths as historical sources, Evans leads the reader through an expansive account of queer 
magic from antiquity to the present. Evans details the charismatic gifts of Joan of Arc and 
her consorts (interestingly, his work does not simply emphasize the magical qualities of 
sex and gender deviants, but conversely, often reads magic as a sign of homosexuality); 
he looks to ancient Greece to chart a history of the “religious origins of homosexuality,” 
and includes a brief, eclectic chapter on “Sex Magic in the Early Third World.”172 Evans 
dedicates considerably more space to sex and gender nonconformity in medieval 
European witchcraft, emphasizing queer witches’ use of sacred orgies and entheogens, as 
well as their prioritization of nonhuman life, particularly in their relations with animal 
familiars and in shapeshifting practices, which Evans insists, should not be dismissed as 
“simple fantasies.”173 Magic, Evans suggests, has been a technique for social survival 
employed by queers for centuries. As he notes, particularly after the onset of Christian 
persecution, for pagans, “their very survival depended on being in touch with their bodies 
and knowing how to communicate with plants and animals. As a result, theirs was an 
enchanted world.”174 
The political stakes of Evans’ project moment become more palpable towards the 
end of the text: in the penultimate chapter, “Sex Among the Zombies,” Evans moves into 
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the contemporary U.S. by detailing the centrality of “compulsive heterosexuality” to 
secularizing regimes of settler colonialism, racial slavery, industrial capitalism, and, 
eventually, the FBI’s war on radical politics.175 The “zombies” of the chapter title refer 
not to voodoo, but are rather Evans’ metaphor for labor alienation under advanced 
capitalism. Evans singles out industrial capitalism as a main object of critique, which he 
theorizes on both infrastructural and superstructural levels. Like many other radical 
psychoanalytic and antipyshciatric critics of the time, Evans views sexuality, especially 
deviant sexuality, as inimical to capitalism and thus a main resource for resistance (he 
does not cite Marcuse, probably the main critic associated with this view, but does 
reference Willhelm Reich).176  
But because Evans has spent much of his book building a case for the special 
magical capacities afforded by deviant sexuality, for him, queerness holds a 
revolutionary, anti-capitalist promise that it could not for secular sex radicals like 
Marcuse or Reich. Evans elaborates this promise in his final chapter, “Magic and the 
Revolution.” Calling for a “new socialism… that is not just political, but also magical and 
sexual,” Evans proposes magic as a means of countervailing not just the hegemonies of 
industrial capitalism, but also the socialist counter-hegemonies that have re-enshrined 
capitalist hierarchies.177 For Evans, magic intervenes against the disciplinarization of 
knowledges that undermine the radical potential of reform movements by isolating 
human social struggles from each other and from the struggles of the nonhuman. As he 
writes: 
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Liberalism fails to recognize that schools and universities have been major 
vehicles through which prejudice has been spread against Gay people, women, 
and Third World people. What is today called ‘common prejudice’ was only 
yesterday taught in the schools as the refined thinking of learned teachers. 
Schools, not common people, have ‘proved’ by the most exacting scholarly 
methods that Gay people are sick; that women are inferior to men; that Third 
World cultures are primitive, barbaric, and savage. Just as schools today continue 
to teach that reason is better than emotion; that animals are inferior to humans; 
that rocks, hills, and stars are inanimate objects…  Liberals worship 
professionalism. They urge us to turn to professional historians to find out about 
history; to sociologists, to find out how social groups work; to psychologists, to 
find out about the soul. They fail to realize the more ‘educated’ a person is the 
more she or he is likely to embody the twisted personality-type of modern 
industrialism and thus to see reality through the dead eyes of the industrial 
mentality.178  
 
Invoking Marx’s dialectical theory of contradiction, Evans concludes, “They fail to see a 
horrible irony in the fact that many professional institutions now do the very opposite of 
what they claim.”179 For Evans, the call to divest from industrial capitalism and return to 
pre-capitalist economic systems in which “people produced things directly for their own 
needs” is not easily distilled as primitivist fantasizing, as some critics have asserted.180 
Rather, Evans seems to be more concerned with countering the imperial, racial, 
patriarchal and heternormative teleologies of industrial capitalism and industrial 
socialism alike (as he notes elsewhere, these regimes produce the nonwestern world as 
backwards and primitive, which is, in his view “inherently racist”).181 He elicits not so 
much an aspiration for an atavistic state of regress to premodernity, but for the 
disorganization of material and immaterial production under late capitalism. 
 For Evans magic offers the possibility of interrupting industrial capitalism at both 
the superstructual and infrastructural level. At the superstructural, it refuses the 
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disciplinarization of knowledges by prioritizing “non-rational,” gnostic, and religious 
insight over specialized or professional expertise.182 And at the level of material 
institutions, magic allows the divestment from institutions of authority because it offers 
its own set of capabilities: through magic, Evans suggests, communities might learn to 
build and sustain themselves without the assistance of psychiatrists, lawyers, academics, 
police, and politicians.183 But perhaps most strikingly, Evans positions magic as an 
intervention that is especially crucial at the moment of the denouement of the social 
movements. Magic, he emphasizes, is an “inherently a collective activity, depending for 
its practice on group song, dance, sex and ecstasy”— it is, moreover, a basis for coalition 
at a time when radical political factions were increasingly splintering under internal and 
external pressures. Gesturing at state repression of progressive movements, Evans 
invokes magic as a democratizing power, “once the birth right of all human beings,” that 
can unite a fractured left struggling under repressive conditions: “we will need allies,” he 
writes, “Our natural allies—people who have been victimized by industrialism just like 
us – are women, Third World people, the poor, the unemployed, the unemployable, and 
the insane.”184 As Evans emphasizes, “Every important above-ground movement for 
reform in the U.S. during the past decade has either been annihilated or coopted.” 185 But 
for Evans, magic provides a vision of coalitional struggle for a world without prisons, 
mental hospitals, universities, or the state, at a moment when vision was becoming 
increasingly unthinkable through ordinary means. If, by the late 1970s, the possibility of 
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revolution through “above-ground” mobilization had receded from the horizon of 
possibility, magic would certainly seem appropriate for a new oppositional politics of the 
subterranean, one that countered the ascendant rationalist liberal humanisms with a praxis 
of darkness, mystery, the inhuman, and the unknown. 
 If the 1970s was a time in which homosexuality was induced to reveal itself, to 
“come out” into the daylight for the world to see, these years were also a period in which 
radical politics, in contrast, moved to the subterranean, covert, and insurgent. Texts like 
Evans’, however, gesture at a set of more clandestine affinities between the queer and the 
increasingly surreptitious trajectories of radical politics during this period—affinities that 
sought not the promise of recognition, but instead worked countermand structures of 
oppression by mobilizing the singular, magical power of queer mystery. But Evans had a 
great many resources to draw from, within gay organizing and beyond, in imagining 
queer’s generative continuities with elemental, primeval, and celestial forces. Like many 
progressive writers of this time, Evans’ writings evoke a sense that the most destabilizing 
acts might reside not in speaking truth to power, but in more cryptic, indecipherable 
murmurs, in picking up clay, and channeling the rush of winds. Attending to the broad 
proliferation of inhuman and supernatural agencies in progressive politics during these 
decades provides not only a view into how activists worked to build registers of action 
within an increasingly austere social horizon, it also highlights how oppositional praxes 
moved to counter basic liberal requirements of representation and civic participation. In 
working to challenge these conditions, however, activists often asserted sources of action, 
movement, and change that also subverted stipulations of historicism and secular 
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constructivism. For Rechy, Anzaldúa, Hay, and Evans alike, what gave queer the 
capacity to engender change that was revolutionary and unparalleled was that its source 
of power was truly extraordinary and irreducible, summoned forth from a demonic, 
mystical, and inhuman beyond. If these imaginaries of queer were anti-relational, much 
in the spirit of object-oriented philosophy, it was arguably this very refusal to subsume 
queer to its context that helped build an occult queer praxis that might engender wholly 
novel, unexpected, and enchanted realities. 
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Chapter Four: 
 
The Turning Dark: Goddess, Apophasis, Occult 
 
“Toward what void does the witches’ broom lead?” 
  - Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Pleateaus 
 
 
In July 1974, nearly 200 women from across the country gathered on 
campgrounds in rural Wolf Creek, Oregon to convene what they called a “WomanSpirit 
Festival.”1 Building on the surge of enthusiasm for feminist spirituality that was 
spreading through women’s communities nationally, the retreat was the first but hardly 
the last of its kind. The festival claimed no affiliation with any particular religious 
tradition, but many attendees identified with varieties of paganism and witchcraft that had 
seen growing popularity in the U.S since the early 1960s. But unlike most other pagans, 
the festival participants shared the basic belief that women were socially and spiritually 
distinct entities, and they recognized the primacy of a feminine divinity—the Goddess—
as the centerpiece of their worship practices. The five-day retreat was intended not just as 
an opportunity for self-exploration, but intensive devotion to the Goddess and an effort to 
reconnect with a primordial and sacred feminine power, which, in their view, patriarchy 
had long suppressed.2 To this end, the women spent the better part of a week enacting a 
number of heterodox forays into spiritual development: they held, kissed, and suckled 
each other, masturbated, anointed themselves with menstrual blood, divined the future, 
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and channeled spirits.3 One woman was amazed by a visitation from Sappho herself, who 
transmitted a new poem through her; another participant only barely managed to stave off 
a hostile psychic attack by an unknown entity during one of the workshops.4  
But according to coverage in WomanSpirit magazine—then the main periodical of 
the emergent Goddess movement—the festival’s climactic event occurred on its final 
night. As the women assembled around the campfire, chanting and dancing, two pickup 
trucks pulled off the nearby road and began to drive across the meadow towards them. 
The women identified the drivers as male—they were shouting and seemed to be drunk—
and regarded the approach as hostile. Initially, they became alarmed, but instead of 
retreating (one suggested quietly escaping, en masse, to a nearby field), the drummers 
around the fire reinvigorated their playing and the group collectively raised a “cone of 
white light” that illuminated the entire campsite. Quietly chanting “go away, go away,” 
the women visualized the trucks leaving until, one after the other, they did just that – one 
man even managed to fall out of his vehicle in the process and took off running after it, 
crying out in fear, “Don’t leave me!” The women then turned their attention to a stricken 
member of their fold, who had fallen to the ground, sobbing and overcome with rage. She 
was identified as “the channel for everyone’s anger” and in need of psychic healing, so 
the group administered an energy force to her. Finally, satisfied that their companion had 
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been attended to and feeling that a potential disaster had been narrowly averted, the 
evening’s planned activities were resumed without further interruption.5 
To the contemporary reader, this incident may seem a rather familiar example of 
the counterculture’s hold on progressive politics during the social movement era. It 
potentially evokes a kind of naïve optimism especially associated with the new religious 
movements of the 1970s. But more inauspiciously, as a gathering dedicated exclusively 
to women, one that valorized innate and distinctive female qualities, and one that 
prioritized religious engagement over other forms of social or political action, the festival 
bears the mark of “cultural feminism.” It also evokes the interrelated, and today equally 
dubious trajectories of lesbian separatism, difference feminism, and perhaps most 
damning of all, “essentialism.” In Alice Echols’ famous account and since, feminism’s 
turn to religion in this period has been recurrently linked to its move away from serious 
political engagement, deterioration into narrow identity politics, divestment from 
coalitional allegiances, and flight into increasingly escapist and utopian efforts at building 
women’s culture.6 And indeed, at first glance, the WomanSpirit Festival would seem to 
confirm these alignments of cultural feminism, separatism, religion, essentialism, 
political demobilization, and social withdrawal. 
 And yet, what most excited festival attendees about their thwarting of the men’s 
intrusion was not simply that it restored the insularity of their community, but that the 
cone of energy they manifested confirmed a newfound capacity to act upon the world 
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they inhabited. In the view of one participant, after “days of working with non-rational 
energy,” the encounter put to the test psychic skills that the women had been honing all 
week.7 Although at first appearance a site of cultural feminism’s disengagements, in this 
rendering, the festival’s withdrawals actually provided the conditions of efficacy for 
women to newly affect the material world around them. Similarly, festival attendees 
cultivated forms of extraordinary insight—such as channeling, automatic writing, and 
telepathy—which we may be tempted to associate with the inward-turning, “lifestyle” 
trajectories of cultural feminism. But as practices of affective transfer, these techniques 
sought not to atomize or deracinate the subject, but to proliferate points of interface and 
interpenetration between the self and its environment.8 In giving the self over to other 
entities, or extending psychic and bodily sensitivities beyond the physiological sense 
channels, these practices arguably displace the bounded, interiorized subject of secular 
liberalism and essentialism alike. 
 Drawing form the print culture of the 1970s Goddess movement, this paper 
considers the rise of magical and religious feminisms in this period not as a decline into 
political inerudition or inefficacy, but as experimentations with an enchanted and occult 
sexual politics. Building on previous chapters, I argue that enchanted political 
cosmologies were ascendant in many queer and feminist cultures during this time, but 
today, these cultures present basic hermeneutic challenges to scholarship. For the 
contemporary queer or feminist critic, it would be difficult to endorse the witches’ 
rendering of the festival as a site of political action on a number of levels: in involving 
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8 I take this formulation of transferring affect from Teresa Brennan, The Transmission of Affect. 
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supernatural forces, the witches’ practices implicate an actant (to again borrow Latour’s 
terminology), that violates secular and anthropocentric hierarchies of animacy.9 In this 
rendering, the countervailing of patriarchal intrusion deploys a causal mechanism that is 
not strictly human, representational, or discursive, but occult: the witches’ account 
evokes a mysterious, human-independent energy force that acts upon the men in the 
trucks. Perhaps more problematic, however, is the explanatory frame that supports this 
account, an apparently “essentialist” one: here, the cone of energy was successfully raised 
because, the witches claimed, they were able to harness a primordial and sacred feminine 
power. This account thus also vexes precepts of social constructivism in asserting the 
feminine’s continuity with pre-historical, pre-human forces. A social constructivist 
account thus cannot ratify the witches’ energy cone as a human-independent social agent 
inasmuch as it cannot ratify the presocial and prehuman feminine power that reportedly 
produced the energy cone. 
 The hermeneutic dilemmas raised by this account provide the point of departure 
for this final chapter. In what follows, I revisit the array of social, cultural, and political 
formations that increasingly cleaved to the figure of the Goddess during this decade. I 
look, in other words, to the trajectories that have been described variously as the Goddess 
movement, the women’s spirituality movement (or WomanSpirit movement), feminist 
paganism, and feminist witchcraft. Instead of attempting to disaggregate feminist religion 
from its affiliations with practices often read as dubiously “essentialist,” I instead 
foreground the affinities between Goddess worship and feminisms that promoted 
                                                
9 Bruno Latour, Politics of Nature, 237.  
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women’s culture, sexual difference, separatism, and disengagement from conventional 
political models. As the scene at the festival illustrates, the Goddess was a central force 
that produced and held these developments together: She was an authority that 
established for feminists the basic superiority of the feminine and affirmed femininity as 
a transhistorical and innate set of qualities. The Goddess made divestment from the 
patriarchal world viable, not only theologically, but also materially: through prophesies 
of patriarchy’s impending destruction and the promise of feminist futures secured 
through parthenogenetic reproduction. And through magic and ritual, which, as the 
WomanSpirit Festival shows, became new strategies for acting upon social realities, the 
Goddess provided a basis for disaffiliating from previous political organizing strategies. 
 Goddess feminism, thus, can be understood as a major force in what this 
dissertation has argued was a larger turn to magical counter-ontologies of sexuality 
during the gay liberation era. Goddess religion posited a sacralized, animistic material 
world, which, unlike other new religions of the time, accorded special priority to the 
sacralized female body and female sexuality.10 But like many activists already detailed in 
this dissertation, cultures of the Goddess often displaced the primacy of the human actor, 
rejected the privileging of cognition and rational knowledge, and presented visions of 
queer and feminist politics that were cross-cut and shaped by forces that exceeded human 
social orders. As such, I read feminism’s turn to religion in the 1970s not as political 
decline, but as a refusal of the conditions of political possibility stipulated by the truth 
                                                
10 As Wendy Griffin put it, “As in many other New Religious Movements, the relationship 
between the spiritual and the material is being redefined, but in the Goddess Movement, the 
material is firmly rooted in the female body.” Wendy Griffin, “The Embodied Goddess: Feminist 
Witchcraft and Female Divinity” Sociology of Religion 56 no. 1 (Spring 1995), 36 
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regimes of secular modernity. In this sense, the Goddess movement can be read not as 
apolitical or politically regressive, but as an effort to pursue politics otherwise, through 
modes of being that remain difficult to perceive today. In the preceding chapter, I used 
the anti-relational ontologies of object-oriented philosophy to guide a reading of magia 
sexualis in the social movement era. I argued that many queer critics during this time 
understood queer sexuality not as an effect of its social context, but as rooted in 
supernatural forces that preceded and subverted social context. This magical ontology of 
queerness, in turn, produced the understanding that “queer,” per se, conferred special, 
magical faculties that could be used to affect the external world. Here, I turn to the 
Goddess movement to more fully examine the imaginative and agentive capacities 
afforded by magical, mystical, and primordial ontologies of sexuality. In this, I 
supplement my use of OOO with the relational and process-oriented ontologies of the 
new materialisms, actor-network theory, and assemblage theory. By integrating these 
perspectives with OOO, I follow Jane Bennett’s call to remain sensitized to both systems 
and things, autonomy and connectedness, integers and networks.11  
Here, incorporating Deleuzian-based ontologies brings to the center, to use 
DeLanda’s terms, the relations of exteriority—or capacities for interaction—that were 
engendered through magical thinking and action.12 This move is useful for reading 
Goddess feminism differently, because it displaces an emphasis on ideology critique, 
which has helped generate readings that reduce cultural feminism to the putative 
exclusions of “essentialism.” Under ideology critique (or related approaches like 
                                                
11 Jane Bennett, “Systems and Things,” 232. 
12 Manuel DeLanda, A New Philosophy of Society, 10-11. 
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discourse analysis), if an ideology is identified as unmeritous, that ideology’s exclusions 
are understood to be systematically borne out in the material histories of formations 
associated with that ideology. For instance, feminists have proposed that as an ideology, 
“essentialism” reifies identity and eclipses intragroup difference. According to this 
reading, we can then understand “essentialism” per se to be racially hegemonic, and can 
expect social formations that took up essentialist ideologies to reflect racial hegemonies. 
Deleuzian perspectives, however, reject this logic. They emphasize that a formation’s 
capacities for action and interaction are emergent, that is, irreducible to internal 
properties.13 Building from this perspective, I suspend the assignation of an a priori 
political meaning or value to essentialism. I am interested less in what essentialism 
“means” in any abstract sense, and more in what “essentialist” ideas and practices could 
do—in what possibilities for thought, action, and contact they opened up. In this frame, 
sexual and gender ontologies that were primordial, supernatural, or otherwise anti-
constructivist and therefore “essentialist” actually provided eminently useful resources 
for building registers of agency and knowledge that challenged heteropatriarchal regimes. 
Rather being intrinsically hegemonic, I suggest that “essentialist” magical ontologies of 
sexuality and gender became important for communities that were especially 
marginalized by secular, mainstream structures for asserting agency.  
Thus, in what follows, I explore witchcraft and Goddess religion as a movement 
that produced, as Lisa Blackman put it, new “brain-body-world entanglements” that 
disrupted normative ontologies of personhood and action.14 As I will argue, Goddess 
                                                
13 DeLanda, 32-37. 
14 Lisa Blackman, Immaterial Bodies: Affect, Embodiment, Mediation (New York: Sage, 2012), 1. 
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feminism’s refusals of secular lifeworlds opened up new avenues for thought, experience, 
and action during a time that saw considerable attenuation of political possibility. This 
chapter focuses on three main areas around which this occurred: First, I center the 
unconventional knowledge claims of 1970s Goddess feminists, which remain a central 
site of contestation concerning the credibility of the movement. I foreground forms of 
religious and supernatural insight—including extra sensory perception, precognition, 
revelation, channeling, and trance states—as efforts to bypass rational processes of 
criticality and ideation, and to reappropriate claims to reality from scientific, positivist, 
and professional expertise. I show that primordial femininity often appears as an 
intensely trans-subjective force in Goddess cultures, one that eroded and dissipated 
boundaries of the liberal self rather than simply consolidating them. I suggest that 
Goddess religion’s challenges to objectivist and secular epistemes were especially 
valuable for communities increasingly peripheral to the political rationalities of rights-
based liberalism. To this end, I underscore the Goddess’s prominence in early women of 
color print culture, asking whether “essentialist” and difference-based feminisms must be 
understood as inimical to intersectional political projects. 
In part two, I move from consideration of these anti-secular and anti-rationalist 
epistemologies to consideration of the Goddess’s role in fomenting new strategies for 
social and political acting. While Goddess religion is often associated with cultures of 
political inaction, for many feminist witches, the very appeal of “the Craft” was that it 
offered new prospects for producing results in the material world—through, for instance, 
use of psychic powers and spells. But because magical rites typically involve objects and 
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forces that escape anthropocentric “hierarchies of animacy,” in the sense that Mel Chen 
discusses, these activities are not typically recognized as techniques of action.15 The 
alignment of religious feminisms with political inaction rather than action is achieved not 
just through the generalized elision of nonhuman agency, but also through the secular 
Protestant distillation of religion as individual belief or faith. But this is a rendering that 
Goddess feminism, in its challenges to both secular and Judeo-Christian regimes, eludes. 
Indeed, feminist witchcraft speaks to longstanding theories of magic in anthropology and 
theology, which have emphasized magic not as interior, subjective belief or knowledge, 
but as an external practice that is agentive and productive.16 Accordingly, I underscore 
feminist witchcraft not as a passive or inert human belief system, but as an animate force 
in feminist communities. I consider the animacy of  “subhuman” matter in witches’ 
rites—objects like wands, candles, or ritual knives— as well as the animacy of heavenly 
and celestial bodies. Building on recent literatures in the new materialisms, which call 
scholars to attend to “the material agency or effectivity of nonhuman or not-quite-human 
things,” I argue for an ecological feminist critique that is not only posthuman but also 
postsecular—one that recognizes not only the vitality of “subhuman” animals and 
inorganic matter, but also incorporeals traditionally located further up the great chain of 
being, such as demons, spirits, and deities.17  
                                                
15 Mel Chen Animacies: Biopolitics, Racial Mattering, and Queer Affect (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 2012), 26.  
16 Marcel Mauss, A General Theory of Magic (New York: Routledge, 2003); Mircea Eliade, “The 
Occult and the Modern World,” in Mircea Eliade, Occultism, Witchcraft and Cultural Fashions: 
Essays in Comparative Religions (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1976); Ernesto de 
Martino, The World of Magic (New York: Pyramid Communications, 1972). 
17 Jane Bennett, Vibrant Matter, ix. 
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 And yet, even as these enchanted feminisms sought out new ways to interact with 
the world, on some basic level, the trajectory of the Goddess movement presents 
inexorably as one of social exfiltration. Notoriously, prominent leaders of cultural and 
religious feminism during this time avowed their intent to divest from men, from politics, 
indeed, from society altogether. In the final section, I reconsider this retreat or “exodus” 
not as a self-evident failure of second wave feminism but as a moment of aporia with 
regard to liberal injunctions to political visibility, intelligibility and representation. Here, 
I read feminist witchcraft as “occult” not just in the sense of involving magical arts, but 
also in the word’s older meaning of “secret, withheld, darkened” or otherwise resistant to 
understanding.18 Particularly at a moment when visibility and disclosure had become so 
newly important to feminist and gay politics, I ask why cultural, separatist, and difference 
feminisms sought instead to withdraw and conceal. Drawing from discussions of secrecy 
and incommunicability in studies of Western esotericism, Deleuzian theories of 
becoming, and the theological tradition of apophaticism—or negative theology— I 
suggest that these feminist occultisms model a sexual politics of evanescence that 
displaces secular modernity’s soldering of sexuality with language and calculability. 
Public declarations of interior sexual selfhood became increasingly central to mainstream 
gay politics as it moved more decisively towards rights-based models. In asserting the 
ineffability of the sexual self, and in emphasizing the self not as bounded or interiorized, 
but in continuity with the earth, elements, and nonhuman life forms and forces, Goddess 
                                                
18 Dan Burton and David Grandy, Magic, Mystery, and Science: The Occult in Western 
Civilization (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2003), 2. 
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feminism offered a rebuttal to the solipsism of liberal rights-based politics.19 I thus argue 
that engaging the Goddess movement as occult—and occulted—not only provides a 
historical alternative to declension narratives about cultural feminism, it helps us imagine 
sexual ontologies and politics that counter Foucauldian models of the confessional and 
incitement to discourse.20 
Throughout this chapter, in reading accounts of magical femininity and sexuality 
as counter-ontologies, rather than as wrongheaded essentialisms or mere subjective 
belief, I decline in claiming interpretive mastery over the accounts I engage. I treat 
appeals to primordial feminine sexual magic not as misapprehensions of phenomena that 
are “really” social and cultural constructs, but as divergent cosmologies with divergent 
epistemological and agentive consequences. In other words, I generally read accounts of 
magical gender and sexuality literally and at face value, thus extending the practice of 
surface reading that I developed in the preceding chapter. Following Heather Love, 
Bruno Latour, and others, I rely on description of magical events and experiences rather 
than interpretation—the latter assumes that superior insight would be gleaned by treating 
accounts of magic as symptomatic of something else. Again, like Love and others, my 
reading proposes that the manifest, literal content of these accounts provides the richest 
grounds for innovation in scholarly thought, that our engagements with them need not be 
driven by the imperative to read against the grain, to unveil, demystify, or lay bare hidden 
agendas, and indeed, that that the innovativeness of these accounts is attenuated by such 
mandates.  
                                                
19 I thank Roderick Ferguson for this point. 
20 Cf Michel Foucault, History of Sexuality Vol 1. 
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 Although critics are increasingly taking up the methods of the descriptive turn, 
this reading style remains largely uncharted territory for queer and feminist history, 
where the hermeneutics of suspicion have been especially foundational since the 
introduction of poststructuralism in the 1980s. As Eve Sedgwick has noted, queer studies 
has a “distinctive… intimacy with the paranoid imperative,” under which theorizing “out 
of anything but a paranoid critical stance has come to seem naïve, pious, or 
complaisant.”21 Within historical studies, this sensibility is especially palpable in early 
methodological treatises like Joan Scott’s “The Evidence of Experience” and Jennifer 
Terry’s “Theorizing Deviant Historiography,” which posit the queer and feminist 
historian as a critical decoder of history, particularly of historical “experience,” which 
they enjoin the historian to read symptomatically, as a veneer that obscures deeper 
discursive structures.22 (Indeed, one might be hard-pressed to find language more 
exemplary of paranoid reading than Terry’s characterization of deviant historiography as 
“vengeful countersurveillance.”)23 The symptomatic mandate has likewise subtended 
debates over the historical moment of cultural feminism: critics have indicted cultural 
feminism as “essentialist,” debunking experiences of magical femininity as 
misapprehensions of socially constructed categories. Defenders, in contrast, have argued 
                                                
21 Eve Sedgwick, “Paranoid Reading and Reparative Reading, or, You’re so Paranoid, You 
Probably Think This Essay is About You,” in Sedgwick, Touching Feeling: Affect, Pedagogy, 
Performativity (Durham: Duke University Press, 2003), 126. 
22 Joan Scott, “The Evidence of Experience,” Critical Inquiry, 17 no 4 (Summer 1991), 773-797; 
Jennifer Terry, “Theorizing Deviant Historiograhy,” in Feminists (Re)Vision History, ed. Ann-
Louise Shapiro (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1994), 276 – 303. 
23 Terry indicts the authority of “experience” for “fix[ing] the subject as authentic, self-knowing, 
and self-expressive in a holistic humanist fashion,” instead following Scott in calling for a focus 
on how experience is “constructed through discourse.” Arguably there is a degree of irony in 
decreeing the discursive, which is to say, human, basis of all experience as an antidote to 
humanism. Terry, 279. 
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that such accounts are only apparently essentialist, but should, in fact, be read as 
“strategic.” Here, one symptomatic reading is substituted for another: in both cases, a 
final truth is furnished from what the text itself does not say. Moreover, both readings 
commence with a shared a priori understanding as to what gender and sexuality “really” 
are: discursively constructed, human, worldly phenomena. They then fight over different 
interpretations that support those basic commitments. Latourian approaches, however, do 
not allow critics to smuggle in their metaphysics in this way, because these approaches 
reject the interpretive mastery of the critic, and because they are not so certain that our 
sources have nothing new or surprising to tell us about our basic theories of reality. When 
Scott writes that experience naturalizes “the individual subject” as the final source of 
explanation and “reifies agency as an inherent attribute of individuals,” she presumes a 
great deal about what her subjects cannot know.24 As I hope to show, the archive of 
Goddess feminism can provide a very different evidence of experience, one in which 
categories like the subject, agency, the body, and the human become even less coherent 
and stable than they are often treated in scholarly discourse—indeed, left to stand on their 
own, these accounts are quite a lot stranger, more mysterious, and more provocative than 
a demystifying hermeneutics of suspicion may allow. 
 
Part I  
Drawing Down the Moon: Extraordinary Insights, Apocryphal Histories  
 
Since its emergence in the early 1970s, Goddess religion has retained a prominent 
cultural niche in lesbian and feminist communities despite its enduring unfashionability 
in queer and feminist criticism. Historically, “the Goddess” has been a highly polyvalent 
                                                
24 Scott, 777. 
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cultural sign, and the wide appeal of Goddess discourse in second wave feminism can be 
attributed at least in part to this referential open-endedness. For many, “the Goddess” 
literally denoted a female divinity, the devotional centerpiece of an expanding new 
religious movement during the 1970s. In 1971, Zsuzsana Budapest, a Hungarian 
immigrant with a pagan upbringing, founded the “Susan B Anthony Coven No. 1” in Los 
Angeles, establishing the first expressly “feminist” organized religion.25 Budapest 
quickly gained national repute for her iconoclastic and charismatic qualities, and she 
quickly became perhaps the most influential leader in feminist paganism of the decade. 
Budapest’s sect, Dianic Wicca, formally brought together women’s liberation and the 
American pagan movement, which had been expanding along overlapping cultural 
trajectories since the 1960s. Existing Wiccan traditions already centered a number of 
principles that made them ripe for appropriation by feminist politics: they opposed the 
andro- and anthropocentrism of the Abrahamic religions, countering the transcendent 
God of Judeo-Christianity with a animistic worldview that elevated nature and nonhuman 
life.26 Following Marx, many pagans viewed capitalism as a system that exploited nature 
and alienated humans from each other as well as from other life forms. They rejected the 
asceticism of major religious traditions and extolled sexuality and the body, especially in 
                                                
25 For a historical overview of feminist paganisms in the 1970s, see Rosemary Ruether, 
Goddesses and the Divine Feminine: A Western Religious History (Berkeley: University of CA 
Press, 2006), 274-299.  
26 As Carole Cusack puts it, Wicca, and particularly Goddess theology, understands itself “in 
contra-distinction to the Judeo-Christian tradition: the worship of the Goddess is immanent, 
embodied, unstructured, anti-authoritarian, nurturing, and liberating; whereas the worship of the 
One God is transcendent, disembodied, hierarchical, authoritarian, disciplinarian.” Carole 
Cusack, “The Return of the Goddess: Mythology, Witchcraft and Feminist Spirituality,” in 
Handbook of Contemporary Paganism, eds. Murphy Pizza and James Lewis (Boston: Brill Press, 
2009), 350. 
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the practice of “skyclad” worship, or ritual nudity.27 And most Wiccan groups recognized 
a female divinity, often referred to as the Triple Goddess, alongside a male Horned 
God—they thus proffered a convenient model for developing religious symbolism 
outside the masculinist ideologies of Judaism and Christianity.28 But on a more basic 
level, as Margot Adler noted in her 1979 ethnography, Wicca had feminist appeal in 
“[giving] women a role equal or superior to that of men.”29 
Dianic Wicca retained many of these basic principles but refused Wicca’s 
traditionally duotheistic approach. Against the heterosexual tropes of gendered 
complementarity that characterized other Wiccan cosmologies, the Dianics excised the 
male god altogether and posited the Goddess as the sole “Creatrix,” who had 
parthenogenically given birth to herself, and then to the rest of creation.30 The Dianics 
regarded this capacity to produce biological life as innately female, sacred, and 
mysterious, and as the ultimate source of women’s distinct spiritual powers. The uterus 
accordingly occupied the sacramental centerpiece of Dianic worship, and the Dianics’ 
five major rites, the uterine blood mysteries, charted women’s life in relation to the 
womb: birth, menarche, reproduction and lactation, menopause, and death.31 Because of 
                                                
27 On sexuality in contemporary paganisms, see Hugh Urban, Magia Sexualis: Sex, Magic, and 
Liberation in Modern Western Esotericism (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2006); Chas 
Clifton, Her Hidden Children: the Rise of Wicca and Paganism in America (Lanham: AltaMira 
Press, 2006), 61-64. 
28 Margot Adler, Drawing Down the Moon: Witches, Druids, Goddess-worshippers, and Other 
Pagans in America (New York: Penguin, 2006), 10. 
29 Ibid, 209. 
30 For a comprehensive account of Dianic theology, see Ruth Barrett, Women’s Rites, Women’s 
Mysteries: Intuitive Ritual Creation (Woodbury: Llewellyn Publications, 2007). On the 
parthenogenic creation of reality in particular, see Barrett 296. 
31 Barrett, 9; Zsuzsanna Esme Budapest, The Holy Book of Women’s Mysteries (San Francisco: 
Weiser, 2003); Kristy S. Coleman, Re-riting Woman: Dianic Wicca and the Feminine Divine 
(New York: AltaMira Press, 2009), 48.  
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the uterus’s sacramental primacy, the Dianics admitted only women as initiates, and 
typically, only women who had at some point possessed a uterus and thus the 
hypothetical capacity to give birth.32 Over the course of the decade, Budapest’s followers 
grew, and while active Dianic covens were restricted mainly to the West Coast, the 
writings of Budapest and her followers circulated widely in national feminist print 
culture. In 1979, Budapest’s most influential protégé, the priestess Starhawk, split from 
the Dianics to found the Reclaiming tradition in San Francisco, which would become the 
second major organized feminist pagan group.33 The same year, Starhawk published her 
first bestselling book, The Spiral Dance, which brought feminist witchcraft to new 
audiences nationwide and overseas.34  
But while Starhawk and Budapest garnered their own sizeable followings, the 
cultural reach of the Goddess extended well beyond organized religious factions. More 
broadly, the Goddess became an emblem of women’s inner strength and personal 
empowerment, and provided the basis for new approaches to feminist aesthetics and 
symbology.35 While the Goddess did not circulate strictly as an object of worship, 
                                                
32 On the ongoing debates around the exclusion of transgender women from Dianic Wicca, see 
Sarah Thompson et al (eds.), Gender and Transgender in Modern Paganism (Cupertino, CA: 
Circle of Cerridwen Press, 2012). 
33 Eventually, Starhawk’s Reclaiming tradition would break in important respects from her 
mentor’s Dianic Wicca. Reclaiming covens centered women but also admitted men, and they 
tended towards greater publicity and transparency in religious practice in contrast to the Dianics’ 
status as a mystery tradition. However, before Reclaiming established itself as a distinct sect in 
the 1980s, Starhawk was one of Budapest’s most well-known students and she wrote widely as a 
practicing Dianic in 1970s pagan print media. 
34 See Starhawk, The Spiral Dance: a Rebirth of the Ancient Religion of the Great Goddess.  
35 In her widely circulated essay “Why Woman Need the Goddess,” Carol Christ acknowledged 
this larger cultural function, averring that “the Goddess” signified not only “the divine female” 
but more expansively, “the affirmation of the legitimacy and beauty of female power (made 
possible by the new becoming of women in the women's liberation movement).” Carol Christ, 
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through the Goddess movement, religious imagery and meaning became integral to 
second wave culture and politics broadly. Major events in the early women’s movement 
reflect witchcraft’s plasticity of form: the symbolic potency of witchcraft as a kind of 
perverse, feminized religiosity was initially seized not by religious practitioners at all but 
by the activist collective W.I.T.C.H.—or the Women’s International Terrorist Conspiracy 
from Hell—which staged a series of public hexings in 1968.36 Inasmuch as the group 
included practicing Wiccans like Robin Morgan, who attributed a drop in the Dow Jones 
to W.I.T.C.H’s Wall Street hex, the group’s activities highlight the indeterminacies in 
this era between magic’s use as a supernatural force and as a tool for political theater.37 
By the mid 1970s, interest in the Goddess had exploded across women’s 
communities: the Goddess was the centerpiece of a growing feminist spirituality print 
culture, including periodicals like WomanSpirit and the quasi-academic Lady-Unique-
Inclination-of-the-Night. The Goddess surfaced in feminist art, notably in the Fresno 
Feminist Art Program, as well as in a plethora of scholarly and popular works offering 
historical, archaeological, anthropological, and theological perspectives on feminine 
divinity.38 The mid 1970s also saw the first national feminist spirituality conferences and 
gatherings. Although feminists understood and invoked the Goddess in manifold and 
                                                                                                                                            
“Why Women Need the Goddess,” in Womanspirit Rising, eds. Carol Christ and Judith Plaskow 
(San Francisco: Harper, 1979), 278. 
36 See W.I.T.C.H., “WITCH Documents” in Sisterhood is Powerful, ed. Robin Morgan (New 
York: Vintage, 1970), 538-553. Budapest later reflected that witchcraft was a “symbol without a 
practice” before she founded the Dianics. Coleman, Re-riting Women, 15. 
37 See Susan Brownmiller’s account in In Our Time: a Memoir of a Revolution, (New York: 
Delta, 1999), 49.  
38 These included the first academic works of feminist theology, with Mary Daly’s field-defining 
Beyond God the Father in 1973, Carol Christ and Judith Plaskow’s WomanSpirit Rising 
anthology in 1979, and works by Rosemary Ruether, Charlene Spretnak and Naomi Goldenberg. 
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often contradicting ways, the Goddess consistently elicited feminist enthusiasm for 
claiming a spiritual essence and prowess that was proper only to women. As a whole, this 
period evokes tremendous optimism that claiming and exploring women’s spiritual 
uniqueness would provide the grounds to “revalidate undervalued female attributes” and 
build entirely new domains of politics, culture, and community.39 
 This broad sense of promise and possibility that the Goddess sparked in women’s 
communities at the time, however, has generally not endured in more recent appraisals of 
the second wave. Today, Goddess worship more often evokes not the universal reach of 
sisterhood and female power, but the narrow and essentialist itineraries of a racially 
delineated cultural feminism. Beginning as early as the 1980s, cultural feminism, with its 
apparently regressive attachments to divine authority and simplistic, “manichean 
ontologies” of gender, has been increasingly considered inimical the more sophisticated 
innovations of academic feminism.40 Questions of intragroup racial difference have been 
prominent in critiques of cultural feminism’s universal subject—some recent works have 
narrated early women of color feminism as an initial site of pushback against cultural 
feminism’s identity politics.41 By aligning itself with antiracist programs, thus configured 
as forerunners of deconstruction, academic feminisms have endeavored to undo the 
second wave’s exclusionary inheritances by undoing the reified subject of cultural 
feminism. Although debates over essentialism reached their peak in the late 80s and early 
                                                
39 Linda Alcoff, “Cultural Feminism versus Poststructuralism: The Identity Crisis in Feminist 
Theory,” Signs 13 no. 3, (Spring, 1988), 408. 
40 The title of Linda Alcoff’s important article, “Cultural Feminism vs. Poststructuralism” renders 
this opposition especially starkly. 
41 See, e.g., Alcoff, “Cultural Feminism,” Kathy Rudy “Radical Feminism, Lesbian Separatism, 
and Queer Theory,” Feminist Studies 27 no. 1 (Spring 2001).  
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90s, this overall view of cultural feminism as an unsophisticated precursor to a more 
nuanced and inclusive postmodern feminism remains largely intact. Invoking cultural 
feminism by one of its avatars, “lesbian feminism,” Victoria Hesford recently 
summarized that “today, of course, collective cultural memories of lesbian feminism 
abound within U.S. academic feminism and beyond as a thoroughly unsexy and 
implicitly racist and classist form of identity politics.”42  
Critics who have resisted the wholesale dismissal of cultural feminism as 
“essentialist” have tended not to question the anathematic status of essentialism itself, but 
have instead emphasized cultural feminism’s other redeeming qualities, or questioned the 
accuracy of the “essentialism” charge.43 A recent, largely sympathetic discussion of 
lesbian separatism by Greta Rensenbrink concludes by conceding to separatism’s 
apparently incontrovertible failures, suggesting that the decline of separatist communities 
be attributed to their inability to “come to terms with often problematic assumptions 
about the relationship of gender to culture and their reductive assignment of negative 
qualities and acts to men.” 44 Resenbrink’s remarks perform a common narrative 
tautology, wherein cultural feminism’s ideological unmerit is rendered both the cause of 
its inevitable decline, and as that which is retroactively proven by that very decline. Other 
defenses reinterpret essentialisms as “strategic,” thus de-ontologizing (or, better put, de-
                                                
42 Victoria Hesford, Feeling Women’s Liberation, 132. 
43 Writing in 1993, Verta Taylor and Leila Rupp proposed that despite its “imperfect” qualities, 
cultural feminism nonetheless deserves credit for sustaining the women’s movement in 
“abeyance” until more robust political programs could be resumed. Taylor and Rupp, “Women’s 
Culture and Lesbian Feminist Activism.”  
44 Greta Resenbrink, “Parthenogenesis and Lesbian Separatism: Regenerating Women’s 
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essentializing) essentialism to minimize its damning qualities. Writing on the Goddess in 
1970s feminist art, for instance, Jennie Klein proposes that “nostalgia and primitivism” 
not be read literally as uncritical fantasies of transhistorical continuity with a primordial 
feminine, but as affects that were “deployed strategically to challenge patriarchal 
limitations placed on women’s bodies.”45 Teresa de Lauretis, similarly, has defended an 
Italian cultural feminist collective by arguing that its views on sexual difference were not 
truly essentialist in the ahistorical or metaphysical sense, but born of the “particular 
location, the social and political situatedness” of its members.46 The case De Lauretis 
builds for cultural feminism requires reinterpreting its knowledge claims about gender 
not as transcendent or otherworldly, and but as historical and socially contingent. De 
Lauretis even suggests that essentialism itself may be an invented “straw woman” of 
academic feminism, an ideology so implausibly deficient that it could only exist as a 
rhetorical foil.47 
While essentialism’s association with religious thought has been noted, and some 
of the most sympathetic accounts of cultural feminism can be found in religious studies, 
scholarship has not commented on religion’s role in establishing “essentialism” per se as 
such an exceptionally damning charge. And yet, religion circulates promiscuously in 
many founding indictments of cultural feminism, often helping to consolidate a hierarchy 
of erudition between the unenlightened dogmatism of cultural feminism and the 
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intellectual rigor of secular poststructuralism. Echols’s Daring to Be Bad invokes religion 
as a prima facie defect, one that collates the array of charges she ascribes to cultural 
feminism: its political withdrawals, lack of critical sophistication, and egoistic identity 
politics.48 Echols does not clarify exactly how religion worked to depoliticize feminism, 
but instead allows repeated references to religiosity to stand implicitly for what cultural 
feminism was not, namely, the politically engaged, intellectually enlightened radical 
feminism of the earlier 1970s. Religion appears as a metonym for political inerudition in 
more recent accounts as well, for instance, in Rosemary Hennessy and Chrys Ingraham’s 
introduction to their Materialist Feminism anthology, which cites cultural feminism’s 
celebration of “rituals.”49 More famously, in Donna Haraway’s foundational “Cyborg 
Manifesto,” the Goddess is a synechdoche that both affirms and presages cultural 
feminism’s incommensurability with the innovations of secular postmodernism: 
referencing Starhawk’s best-selling book, Haraway proclaims, in her oft-quoted 
concluding lines, “Although they are both bound in the spiral dance, I would rather be a 
cyborg than a Goddess.”50 
Queer and feminist indictments of cultural feminism’s “essentialisms,” would 
seem to circulate not simply as a critique in their own right, they also perform a larger 
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discursive function that establishes the vitality of deconstructivist and poststructuralist 
approaches by constituting them as the more evolved successors to cultural feminism’s 
reductive dogmatisms.51 This hierarchy of erudition is secured in part through the 
disavowal of essentialism’s religious dimensions and the alignment of poststructuralism 
with secularizing and demystifying critical mandates. Refusals of religious thinking, in 
other words, help secure gender and sexuality as the proper objects of secular 
deconstruction—not as numinous, mysterious, or transcendent domains of experience, as 
religious feminisms would have it, but instead, as wholly earthly and human categories.52 
But if disavowals of cultural feminism as religiously overdetermined have helped 
to consolidate contemporary critique as the bearer of an enhanced postmodern agenda, by 
all appearances, the very appeal of the religious traditions that shaped cultural feminism 
stemmed precisely from their refusals of such disenchanting hermeneutic programs. On 
closer inspection, the cultural arena of the Goddess appears marked not so much by its 
unintended failure to satisfy precepts of secular and anthropocentric critique, but, rather, 
by its calculated repudiations of them. In other words, while the failure to articulate a 
sufficiently socially-based understanding of gender and sexuality has been leveraged as a 
prima facie deficiency of cultural feminism, many cultural feminists never clearly 
claimed fealty to the secular social hermeneutics that such an indictment presupposes. 
Rather than revive a reading that dismisses religious or other non-socially based truth 
claims as instances wrongheaded ignorance, it might behoove us to ask what kinds of 
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alternate knowledge and experience were produced through nonsecular sexual and gender 
cosmologies. 
In fact, in its sacralization of female embodiment, Goddess religion promoted 
understandings of gender and sexuality that were not only mystical and transcendent, as 
critics have indeed charged, but also intensely anti-rationalist and anti-foundationalist. 
Thus, while writings indeed produced femininity and female sexuality as irreducible to 
the social, they did not straightforwardly reify these formations as self-evident categories. 
In associating gender and sexuality with religious mystery, Goddess writings tend to 
produce these domains of experience as opaque, incoherent, and evanescent. In one 
particularly forthright capitulation to an “essentialist” cosmology, a writer for 
WomanSpirit attested that “the very Elements seem to carry messages of change within 
the essense (sic) of women. The wind carries them; they appear in the fires of cauldrons, 
they ebb and flow with the tides; the earth-rhythms throb with them: women are being 
reborn into a solidarity even closer than that of sisterhood, if it were possible… It is the 
sound of women listening to the whisper of the Goddess’ Charge.”53 This account posits 
gender as a substrate that is prior not only to the human but to the organic, one that 
proceeds from the geological, atmospheric, and orbital trajectories of the planet. Here, 
gender circulates not through discourse or ideology but the haptic—through planetary 
vibrations and elemental shifts. As an ontology of gender, this primeval force may well 
frustrate constructivist schema, and yet the authority that affirms this rendering—divine 
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revelation  (“the whisper of the Goddess’ Charge”)—eludes secular constructivist 
adjudication. And in this passage, this sanctified, geological feminine essence secures 
female sociality as well subjectivity–a relationality between women is posited that 
precedes and surpasses biologized kinship. Thus, its invocations of “essence” 
notwithstanding, the account would seem hardly to reify the subject or supplant its 
complexity, but to proffer a highly deterritorialized and suggestible self—one constituted 
by and receptive to the influence of the human and nonhuman, organic, and inorganic 
alike. And indeed, in contrast to the static positioning of “subjectivity” this account 
frames gender in terms of process, movement, and force: the pull of tides, winds, and 
planetary reverberations.54  
In these pieces and elsewhere, Goddess writings reverse the reversals of Left 
materialism, figuring oppositional thought not as demystification but enchantment. As 
one author pronounced, the dual innovation of the women’s movement was to “respell 
the world”— both in the sense of reinventing it at the level of language, and of re-
imbuing reality with lost magical content.55 Instead of making gender and sexuality 
worldly, feminists extolled the mystifying and mysterious dimensions of womanhood, 
particularly women’s sexuality. Affirming feminist politics not just as spiritual but also 
occult, one contributor to WomanSpirit asserted, “We must learn to trust the assistance 
and presence of unseen beings, goddess, energy, the female principle of all life, all good, 
all love, all there is. Only as we begin to exorcise the limitations of male thought forms 
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will we begin to glimpse the ways in which change will occur.”56 In an inversion of 
radical feminism’s Marxist orthodoxies, here social reality–subject as it is to patriarchal 
hegemony—is figured as an obfuscation of higher mystical truths that elude apprehension 
by systematizing and rationalist inquiry. These epistemes, moreover, are figured as 
stultifying and require dismantling in order to envision possibilities for worldly change. 
As critiques of leftist secularizing agendas, writings of the Goddess movement 
evince not so much an obliviousness to charges of utopian, escapist, or reductive thinking 
but, rather, a deliberate refusal of secular hierarchies of knowledge and action.57 Indeed, a 
widespread sense of fatigue with the tactics produced by such hierarchies—specifically, 
frustration with the perceived failures of early women’s liberation and other Left 
movements—was cited as an impetus for religious approaches to feminist politics. 
Averring the need for “an evolution of meanings, values and epistemologies, a 
replacement of basic thinking and assumptions with completely new constructs” one 
writer for Lady-Unique decried Left politics’ failures to contain feminism’s expanding 
innovations: “the content of our visions can no longer be expressed in the old forms. 
They will not fit the existing frameworks. They cannot be squeezed into the ideology, 
rhetoric, and assumptions of the left any more than into those of the right without 
reducing the vision to an easy but empty fantasy.”58 Writing for WomanSpirit in 1976, 
Sally Gearhart invoked an apocalyptic mentality common to many Goddess writings on 
                                                
56 Devi, “Vision of Power and Change,” WomanSpirit 1.1 (Autumn Equinox 1974), 16. 
57 It should be noted that mysticism, which Goddess religion centered, has a much longer history 
as a feminized form of religiosity and an association with “escapism” that dates back to the 
Middle Ages. See Amy Hollywood, Sensible Ecstasy: Mysticism, Sexual Difference, and the 
Demands of History (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2010), 9-10. 
58 Barbara Starrett, “Metaphor, Magic, and Transformation,” Lady-Unique-Inclination-of-the-
Night, 2 (Autumn 1977), 3 
  262 
sexual difference, proclaiming that as “the futility of our struggles becomes clearer and 
clearer,” turning to otherworldly “channels of womanknowing, womansight; dreams, 
visions, dreams-and-vision-sharing” offered the only remaining hope of averting a “pell-
mell rush to annihilation” inflicted at the hands of patriarchal capitalism.59 The vitality of 
the women’s movement, Gearhart continued, depended on locating “another source” of 
capacitation – “an entirely different and prior one, a source deeper than the patriarchy and 
one that allows us to stand in the path of continuous and cosmic energy.”60 Gearhart’s 
writing suggests an attentiveness to power’s ability to absorb oppositional movements, 
but rather than conceding the inevitability of working within existing structures, she 
proposes a “qualitatively different” approach to affecting the world, one that accesses a 
power prior to society: women’s “natural intuition and sensitivity to cosmic vibrations.”61 
Goddess feminism thus drew from cosmic and mystical experiences of gender and 
sexual essence not to reproduce the reifications of hegemonic metaphysics, but to push 
past the limitations of mainstream and leftist investments in objectivity, transparency, and 
rational knowledge. Because they understood gender and sexuality to be rooted in a 
religious mystery that refused finality of understanding, these formations offered 
possibilities for disorganizing ordinary modes of perception, experience, and 
cognitivization. Often associated with darkness, intuition, and irrational, embodied 
knowledges, especially hysteria, the sanctified feminine was elevated in these writings 
because of its capacity to countervail the epistemic privations of patriarchal logic and 
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reason.62 As one writer put it, women’s spirituality revealed “realities other than the 
concrete, rational world we have been socialized to validate…. [it requires] a radical 
departure from our rational dealings with ‘reality.’”63 To contrast the epistemic certainty 
of quotidian “rational dealings,” the author recounted an experience of finding a rock in a 
river as an instance of telepathic communication with some other, undiscerned entity.64 
This account especially exemplifies how Goddess worshippers drew from nonrational 
perception to establish avenues for bodily and psychic contact that were not possible 
under secular schema of sociality, politics, and the self. In this respect, rather than 
constituting atomizing or “inward-turning” practices, these techniques emerge as efforts 
to create a more open and permeable subject. In contacting with the rock and whatever 
lay beyond it—an experience rendered as one of significance (of “sense, value, force”) 
over signification—these practices expanded the subject’s continuities with the 
surrounding world and proliferated opportunities for social and psychic interaction.65 
Thus, for Goddess worshippers, supernatural and religious awareness became 
central to building an alternative to the rational, self-contained subject of modernity and 
Left politics. Working against ideals of objectivity and criticality, their writings extolled 
extraordinary forms of insight often otherwise received, as Lisa Blackman writes, as 
“signs of pathology or irrational perception.”66 Hereditary and past life memories, 
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epiphany, telepathy, divination, xenoglossy (the spontaneous acquisition of an unknown 
language), channeling, and automatic writing were all objects of fascination for Goddess 
feminists. They also emphasized the epistemic and phenomenological primacy of limit 
states like dreams and trances, and, occasionally, states of consciousness induced by 
psychotropics or other mind-altering substances. Gloria Anzaldúa’s autobiographical 
reflections on religious experience from the late 70s and early 80s, for instance, highlight 
the importance of hallucinogens in the development of her political consciousness.67 In 
displacing rational cognition, these alternative approaches to knowledge acquisition 
tended to undercut firm divisions between self and other, psyche and soma, and 
interiority and exteriority. Mircea Eliade’s definition of shamanism as a “technique of 
ecstasy” was invoked widely by feminists to capture the ego-eroding imperatives of 
women’s religious work, and states of self-loss achieved through shamanistic and ritual 
practice were privileged as conduits to kinds of awareness that eluded language and 
conventional thought.68 “Our unconscious is not too impressed with words,” reflected 
WomanSpirit co-founder Jean Mountaingrove, who instead proffered ritual as both a 
“channel inward” to a deeper, “non-rational wisdom,” as well as a means of merging “the 
outer and the inner.”69 Mountaingrove’s account positions ritual not as a withdrawal into 
hermetic interiority, but as an inhabitation of the self that is reticulated with the external 
world. 
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Within and beyond ritual practice, Starhawk’s The Spiral Dance particularly 
emphasizes the mastery of limit states as a both a conduit to knowledge and a way to 
modulate interfaces between the self and its environment. Indeed, her work strongly 
evokes Blackman’s recent readings of threshold experiences as “modes of 
communication” that “always already open the self to the other,” thus problematizing 
organic, interiorized models of selfhood.70 Starhawk’s writings laud threshold states, 
especially trance, as a “source of union… creative inspiration, and communion with the 
divine.”71 Trance, mystical union, and ecstasy augmented the self’s reciprocal capacities 
with regard the outside world, making the practitioner “more suggestible.”72 This 
heightened receptivity, in turn, was an important precondition for religious insight—as 
Starhawk emphasized on several occasions, the bulk of her magical expertise was 
transmitted to her not through texts or volitional, formal studies but through dreams and 
trance experiences.73 Knowledge acquisition, in this rendering, was not the active pursuit 
of the intentional, intellectual mind, but the product of a kind of rigorously cultivated 
passivity, an opening up of the self. Budapest invoked similar techniques of receptivity in 
her own writings: “the massive remainder of that knowledge [of witchcraft] is buried 
within ourselves, in our deep minds, in our genes. In order to reclaim it, we have to open 
ourselves to psychic experiences.”74 Budapest’s references to the “genetic” qualities of 
religious knowledge especially highlight her linking of the psychic with the bodily and 
material over intellectual cognition. She routinely invoked religious knowledge not just 
                                                
70 Blackman, Immaterial Bodies, xxv. 
71 Starhawk, The Spiral Dance, 49.  
72 Ibid, 171. 
73 Ibid, 171, 63 
74 Budapest qtd in Adler, Drawing Down the Moon, 189. 
  266 
as transubjective but genealogical and transgenerational: Budapest credited much of her 
own expertise to her status as a “hereditary witch,” one who was born into the craft rather 
than a convert to it, and stressed her mother’s parthenogenic conception as proof of her 
religious authority. Like in Starhawk’s writing, religious insight derived not from formal 
learning or from the intellectual pursuits of a deracinated, self-possessed, and volitional 
subject, but from geographic and genealogical emplacement, from her fleshly 
implications in the magical forces of her natal land and family. 
But while Budapest and others sometimes traced immediate lineages of religious 
succession through parents and grandparents, the most frequently cited source of 
women’s religious authority was the distant past of pre-Christian matriarchy. The 
Goddess movement was accompanied by a burst of enthusiasm for “reclaiming” a 
prelapsarian epoch of peaceful and harmonious matrifocal culture, in which women 
received due recognition for their privileged access to the divine, and accordingly 
enjoyed superior social standing over men. At times, this usable past was pursud through 
scholarly methods, but Goddess followers also experimented with more intuitive 
approaches to constructing these historical imaginaries. More ambitious accounts claimed 
that women were once not just culturally but biologically primary to the reproduction of 
society: Elizabeth Gould Davis’s 1971 book, The First Sex, hypothesized that 
parthenogenesis had been the original means of reproduction, and that men had emerged 
only “as but a late mutation” that produced the Y chromosome. Harkening to Valerie 
Solanas’s feminist polemicizing, Davis likened maleness to recessive genetic disorders 
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such as colorblindness and hemophilia.75 Merlin Stone’s even more popular book, When 
God Was a Woman, did not go so far as to relegate the male sex to biological mishap, but 
it affirmed the overall narrative of a utopian, prehistorical era in which the ruling divinity 
and social class were both female.76 Matriarchy revisionism quickly became important 
not only in establishing the legitimacy of feminist paganism as a religion but also in 
asserting the real, historical existence of the Goddess.  
Narratives of a utopian pre-patriarchal society were also key to feminist 
projections about the future as well as the past. Matriarchalism validated eschatological 
visions of the women’s movement which, as Rosemary Ruether put it, foretold the 
“redemption of humanity and the earth from the nadir of violence and destruction that 
had been unleashed by patriarchal rule.”77 The historical fall from matriarchal prehistory 
lent credibility to the idea that “masculine values” were intrinsically destructive, and to 
prophesies that an impending dispensation would annihilate male supremacy.78 
Matriarchal historical imaginaries authorized a messianic view of the second wave, in 
which women were, in Cynthia Eller’s words, “recovering their past ascendancy” and the 
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destruction of the current order was not only immediate but inevitable.79 This temporality 
of apocalyptic imminence became the basis for many feminists’ refusals of the 
conventions of a fallen world—feminists in Seattle, for instance, believed that separatism 
had to be intentionally sustained only for “about three to five years” before the 
patriarchy’s destruction would make an exclusively-female existence the only available 
option.80  
The idea of a prehistorical “gynocracy” and the eschatological futurity it conjured 
would, of course, quickly become one of the most discredited claims of cultural 
feminism. Today, matriarchalism is widely remembered as spectacularly failed, if not 
embarrassing, experiment in feminist theorizing. As early as 1979, Margot Adler noted 
that it was “fashionable for scholars to dismiss the idea,” and most feminist pagan leaders 
have since equivocated around the literal veracity of revisionist accounts. Starhawk’s 
prefaces to subsequent printings of The Spiral Dance made allowances for nonliteral 
readings of her earlier assertions on the topic, suggesting, for instance, that matriarchy 
narratives be shifted to the register of mythology rather than empirical history.81 More 
recently, theologian Naomi Goldenberg has urged feminists to relax their truth claims 
around matriarchalism and instead “portray themselves more explicitly as poets and 
visionaries and less as empiricists”—like Starhawk, Goldenberg and others have 
attempted to preserve the political impetus of matriarchy revisionism while displacing its 
                                                
79 Cynthia Eller Myth of Matriarchal Prehistory: Why an Invented Past Won’t Give Women a 
Future (Boston: Beacon, 2000), 3. 
80 Resenbrink 292. See also Elizabeth Gould Davis’s apocalyptic prophesies in The First Sex. 
81 See Starhawk, The Spiral Dance, prefaces to 1990 and 1999 editions. Z Budapest seems to be 
one of the few remaining feminist religious leaders who still subscribes to the literal truth of 
matriarchy revisionism. 
  269 
literal content.82 In 2000, Cyntha Eller dedicated an entire book, The Myth of Matriarchal 
Prehistory, to debunking matriarchalism from a pagan perspective, suggesting the 
untenability that matriarchy historiographies enjoy in contemporary Goddess feminism.83 
The distillation of matriarchalism as groundless or simply “bad” history, however, 
risks eclipsing feminists’ willingness to insist upon the unequivocal veracity of 
matriarchalism without an attendant investment in the epistemic criteria of official 
historiographies. While a number of feminist scholars sought to glean insights about 
matriarchal pasts through traditional modes of professional inquiry, many others looked 
to different kinds of confirmation for these knowledges. Arguably, matriarchy 
revisionism explored possibilities for making truth claims about the real conditions of the 
past while circumventing the need for professional, empirical or expert adjudication. In 
this sense, revisionist projects may be read not simply as failed history but as efforts to 
cleave the conditions of feminist historical knowledge production from dominant 
epistemological standards. In prioritizing religious insight into the past, particularly 
embodied and intuitive insight, these experiments evoke Molly McGarry’s 
characterization of threshold states in 19th century Spiritualism as “historiographic 
techniques of remembrance and theories of time that challenge secular history itself.”84 
One feminist magazine’s account of a Goddess conference at UC Santa Cruz in 
1978 especially elicits feminists’ appropriations of history’s epistemic authority while 
displacing the hierarchizing constraints of its evidentiary standards. The reporter covering 
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the conference concedes, somewhat impassively, that the scholars in attendance managed 
to overwhelm any lingering incredulity about matriarchalism through sheer disciplinary 
meticulousness: underscoring their empirical rigor, the reporter recounts presentations 
that culled “evidence gathered from dusty Anatolian archives [and] Cretan excavations… 
evidence accumulated until, under the sheer weight of it, the collective skepticism of five 
hundred years collapsed. Finally we were convinced. Millenia ago, women had been 
deified and worshipped.”85 Nonetheless, these scholarly affordances remained somehow 
partial and mediated. She continued, “Still, until the last panel of the last day, we 
remained remote and rational tourists of our ancient, splendid powers.”86 Ultimately, the 
decisive achievement of the conference occurred not during the scholarly presentations, 
but when, unexpectedly, a woman in the audience abruptly “went mad.” When the 
conference program was interrupted by loud “moaning and writhing,” concerned 
onlookers initially responded to the woman’s condition by medicalizing it, speculating 
that she was hyperventilating or overdosing, and calling for a physician. Meanwhile, the 
woman’s condition apparently worsened: “her moans grew into wails and shrieks; her 
movements were grotesque. No one knew what to do.”87 But, by the reporter’s account, 
the mounting air of helplessness was arrested as abruptly as it began by none other than Z 
Budapest, who stepped out of the crowd to take command of the scene. Reassuring the 
room that the woman was “in a trance” and should be left alone, Budapest turned to a 
group of musicians who had performed earlier in the day. 
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Z signaled them to start playing their finger cymbals and drums softly. Gradually, 
the woman began to sway with the music. She stopped moaning and became 
peaceful. Everyone knew, as we filed out for the closing ritual, that something 
beyond impeccable scholarship had happened at the conference.”88 
 
In the reporter’s brief account, the final truth of the Goddess—in the present moment and 
in pre-history alike—was confirmed not by professional inquiry but the embodied, 
ecstatic form of the madwoman. She highlights the primacy of this truth-producing event 
by contrasting Budapest’s intervention against those of the panelists’, whose empirical 
arsenals pale in the face of Budapest’s intuition and charismatic authority. In this 
rendering, the madwoman becomes an embodied archive, which, when subjected to 
Budapest’s intuitive hermeneutics, yields historical understanding that the academic 
archive cannot. And perhaps fittingly, the precise means by which Budapest establishes a 
knowledge “beyond scholarship” remains obscure in this narrative: how Budapest 
assuaged the entranced woman is unclear, as is how this placation attested to the 
historical truth of the Goddess; this insight is, rather, asserted rather than explained. 
 Other writings from this era likewise privileged forms of embodied religious 
insight into the past that dislodge the authority of disciplinary history. WomanSpirit 
contributor Crystal Vision, for instance, reported gaining an interest in the histories and 
futures of the Goddess movement after the spirit of Sappho reached out to her as a guide 
and remained in her presence for a number of months. In addition to transmitting several 
new poems and dispensing practical advice (don’t hitchhike back from the festival), 
Sappho indicated that matriarchy would resume imminently, and that she was watching 
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over WomanSpirit magazine, which would serve as the “vehicle into the new age.”89 The 
magazine reprinted one of Vision’s automatic writing episodes in its entirety—in it, 
Sappho affirms the apocalyptic telos of matriarchy revisionism, averring that earth is 
“entering [a] period of change and upheaval” during which “there will be many 
calamities happening on the earth plane and many people will suffer greatly” before the 
restoration of matriarchal harmony.90 Sappho further advised that the women of 
WomanSpirit were performing necessary work to prepare for the coming dispensation, 
endorsing, among other things, their separatist leanings and anticipatory efforts to 
“reconstruct” the ways of ancient matriarchies.91  
Trance states, dreams, and communion with spirits were all elevated in Goddess 
writings as privileged sites of affective and, ultimately, historical transfer—in such 
threshold states, the past was transmitted into the present through the body, literally 
manifesting the knowledges and experiences of other eras in the present. In working to 
open up points of contact with the past that circumvented and, practitioners argued, 
surpassed processes of rational, empirical adjudication, these experiences also breached 
new kinds of bodily and cognitive affectivity. They established not only the 
credulousness of feminist knowledges about past and future matriarchies, but, briefly, 
materialized them. The entranced, speaking, or writing body effected, to borrow 
McGarry’s words, a “radical collapse of temporality,” making the lives, languages, and 
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insights of the past contemporaneous with the present.92 In this respect, women’s 
historical and precognitive insights did not just affirm, as Wendy Griffin writes, their 
privileged status as “transmitters of the sacred” but also as conduits to information and 
experience of cross-temporal realities that refused apprehension by disciplinary or 
professional knowledges.93  
Privileging mystical and extraordinary insights over transparency and rational 
critique did not just help build a critique of patriarchal knowledge per se, it also arguably 
contributed to the considerable reach and vitality of Goddess cosmologies in 1970s 
women’s communities. Indeed, if academic critiques have attempted to debunk cultural 
feminisms by exposing their fallacious ideologies, what seems to have lent much appeal 
to women’s religious cultures was the respite they offered from hierarchies of ideological 
adjudication. The casting off of processes of criticality and ideation was often presented 
as integral to feminism’s work to undo patriarchal Enlightenment inheritances: as a writer 
for Daughter Visions predicted, “In time, the Moon’s soft glow will no longer be 
outshone by the glare of the Sun… the Godhead of Reason [will be] dethroned by 
Intuition. Yes, we are intuitive; our thoughts and feelings have no expression in the Male 
language, our Mysticism can have no explanation in the terms of their Logic.”94  
Particularly in their refusals of systematizing orders, Goddess religion presents not so 
much as a coherent ideological formation, but, rather, as a more volatile and disordered 
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assemblage of actions, passions, and bodies—human and nonhuman alike—with 
emergent properties that rarely corresponded to internal ideological precepts.  
Moving towards an interest in the relations of exteriority of Goddess cultures, 
rather than their internal ideological logics, sheds light on the ways in which the cultural, 
difference-based, and separatist feminisms aligned with the Goddess were not wholly 
repressive in their encounters with queer and women of color communities during the 
1970s, but, in fact, associative and generative as well.95 While it would be unaccountable 
to minimize the fact that many Goddess communities were largely white and often 
fraught with problematic racial dynamics, attentiveness to the broader circulation of 
witchcraft and Goddess discourse in feminist print culture illuminates white women’s 
inability to monopolize the creative power of magic and feminine divinity during this 
time. Audre Lorde’s writings in the 1970s and early 80s are rife with references to the 
eternal feminine, and like in other feminist pagan writings, Goddess imagery was central 
to Lorde’s constructions of feminine power. Her 1978 collection of poems, The Black 
Unicorn, contains an entire glossary of “African names” used in her writing, a list that 
deploys many of the standard images of Goddess feminism within the historical 
imaginary of the West African kingdom of Dahomey –she recounts at length, for 
instance, scenes of female warriors, feminine Orishas, and other goddesses.96 The search 
for contact with an enchanted, premodern past is figured as the restoration of a 
inheritance wrested away from women by patriarchy, colonialism, and racial slavery: in 
“A Woman Speaks, she writes, “I… am still seeking/my sisters/witches in 
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Dahomey/wear me inside their coiled clothes/as our mother did.”97 But Lorde mobilizes 
the Dahomey mythology to challenge the exclusions of secular and religious feminisms 
as well as male society, claiming as the prerogative of the black feminist subject the 
mystical powers that Goddess feminism often traced to European prehistories: “I am 
treacherous with old magic… I am/ woman/ and not white.”98 
Lorde’s utopian, even nostalgic, invocations of Dahomey elicit the power of 
religious imaginaries in building visions of both precolonial and prepatriarchal realities 
outside the epistemic constraints of disciplinary history. In Lorde’s invocations of 
prehistoric African divinities, the feminine divine became a touchstone for producing a 
reality prior to the ravages of colonialism, slavery, and white supremacy. This precolonial 
imaginary was also centered in issues of Lady-Unique-Inclination-of-the-Night, whose 
contributors, many of whom were Latina, centered images of Aztec and Mayan 
goddesses as symbols of contemporary female power.99 Lorde’s famous 1978 piece, 
“Uses of the Erotic” takes up Goddess religion’s ontologization of female sexuality as 
sacred, prelapsarian, and distinct, and her writings frequently reference female sexuality 
as “ancient” and mysterious. Lorde’s work, like other writings by Goddess feminists, 
constructs women’s knowledge and power in terms of premodern, anti-Enlightenment 
qualities of embodied immanence, intuition, and feeling. As Roderick Feguson has 
written, Lorde’s work in this time represented a powerful “rehabilitation of the senses for 
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the purposes of revolutionary change.”100 As sources of both knowledge and power, the 
senses, particularly the erotic, emerge in Lorde’s work as sites for effecting a 
“simultaneity of radical self and social transformations.”101 
As in her Black Unicorn poems, Lorde especially drew from Goddess religion’s 
elevation of darkness to construct a feminine countergenealogy to neoplatonic and 
Apollonian metaphors of light. In “Poetry is Not a Luxury,” Lorde averred that “the 
province of intelligence and rationality belongs to the white male,” and she urged women 
to embrace, “the chaos which is Black which is creative which is female which is dark 
which is which is rejected which is messy… sinister, smelly, erotic, confused, 
upsetting.”102 In Lorde’s writing, the darkness of the primordial feminine moves to an 
explicitly racialized register, conjuring a historical imaginary of feminine sexual 
difference that extends epistemic and phenomenological primacy to black female 
experience. For Lorde, Africa, and not classical antiquity or pre-Christian Europe, is the 
location of the original gynocracy. Indeed, although Lorde’s famous open letter to Mary 
Daly is often read as a break from cultural feminism (and as a text that confirms the 
incommensurability of cultural feminism with intersectional critique), Lorde’s letter does 
not actually challenge Daly’s “essentialist” or separatist itineraries. To the contrary, she 
lauds Daly’s commitments to matriarchalism, and agrees that Daly’s project speaks to her 
own inquiries into “the true nature of old female power.”103 Lorde’s indictment, rather, is 
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Daly’s failure to produce an account of the feminine that draws sufficiently from African 
mythology, and she charges Daly with excluding the contributions of Black women from 
her theories of the feminine.  
Lorde was hardly alone in her sense that Goddess cosmologies of feminine 
difference, intuition, and power offered valuable resources for women of color, even 
when those resources had to be procured against the elisions of white feminists. In early 
women of color print culture during the 1970s, the idea that women bore certain innate, 
distinct, and divinely-derived qualities did not seem to preclude commitment to antiracist 
agendas, or to exploring the distinct experiences of women of color. The endorsement of 
magical, primordial femininity, in other words, did not appear to inevitably undermine 
allegiances to antiracist programs. The literary journal Azalea, one of the first periodicals 
dedicated to Third World Women’s writing, offers a number of pieces that echo basic 
themes and images of religious and difference-based feminisms. An ode to an unnamed 
“Diesel dyke,” for instance, cited ancient mythological and geological powers as the 
inheritance of the butch “Wicca woman.” The author proclaimed that the kinship of “the 
sphinx and phoenix/the moon and sun,/sky and sea,” secured such elemental powers for 
the butch that “Men turn to stone/ on the thought of you.”104 Interestingly, in mobilizing 
Goddess cosmology in a paean to female masculinity, the piece elicits a degree of 
flexibility in Goddess discourse – its ability to secure power and authority for gender 
nonconforming subjects as well as those marked more unambiguously as “women.” In 
addition to a number of other poems referencing gorgons, wiccans, and “the Black 
                                                
104 Donna Allegra, “Namesake” Azalea: a Magazine by Third World Lesbians 1 no 1 (Winter 
1977-78), 2. 
  278 
Goddess,” one Azalea contributor, Linda Brown, penned an entire piece denouncing the 
editorial board of Chrysalis for their decision to admit men to a reading event. Brown 
explained that as a group that was especially vulnerable to silencing, Third World women 
were disproportionately impacted by integrating the supposedly “woman-identified” 
event, and she questioned the Chrysalis editorial staff’s commitment to women of color 
in light of their betrayal of separatist principles.105 
Some major periodicals of the larger Goddess movement—though certainly not 
all of them—regularly showcased women of color’s reflections on feminine divinity. 
Lady-Unique, for instance, provided a venue for early publications by Lorde, Gloria 
Anzaldúa, and Cheryl Clarke. Anzaldúa’s larger body of work from this time offers 
particular testimony to the power that Goddess theologies of feminine difference held for 
women of color writers during this decade—this influence was especially apparent in 
poems like “the Basque Witches,” and “Canción de la Diosa de la Noche,” and “Antigua, 
Mi Diosa.”106 Anzaldúa’s autobiographical reflections also deploy many of the 
extraordinary claims thematized by other prominent feminist pagans. Anzaldúa cited her 
early first menstruation, which occurred while she was an infant, as a point of spiritual 
distinction. She also reported a number of “intense psychic experiences” and incidents in 
which her “soul left [her] body.”107 She briefly died on several occasions, including 
during her hysterectomy in 1980.108 And notably, Anzaldúa’s writing centers the 
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permeable mystical subjectivity elevated by many other feminist witches, underscoring 
experiences of multiple being and possession by other entities, possibly extraterrestrial. 
Like many Goddess feminists, Anzaldúa understood these experiences as testimony for 
the need of an animistic feminist politics, avowing, “The universe is created jointly by all 
the human minds and the universal intelligence in the trees, the deer, the snakes, and so 
on. By jointly, I mean all forms of consciousness, not just human. Even the rocks have a 
certain kind of consciousness, the trees, everything, I see the world as a text created by 
this collective consciousness.”109  
Collectively, these deployments of magical femininity in 1970s women of color 
writing, which often took up claims to distinct, primeval feminine difference, highlights 
the difficulties of annexing histories of intersectionality to projects of secular 
deconstruction. To the contrary, Goddess cosmologies’ eschewals of the epistemic and 
ontological hierarchies of a disenchanted, rational, and anthropocentric modernity 
arguably presented unique and capacitating possibilities for thought and action for many 
women of color writers. Given that women of color feminism during this time was 
developing, by necessity, outside of the civic domain of politics, the enchanted feminine 
offered sources of power and insight that were increasingly inaccessible through 
conventional strategies for political participation and empowerment. This more racially 
complex portrait of the appeal of a magical and prehuman feminine force in turn points to 
the hermeneutic imbroglios of cultural feminism’s otherworldly forces. Here, as 
elsewhere in the Goddess movement, the very appeal of the magical and mystical was 
that these forces bypassed processes of rational ideation and critique that are today often 
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used to deauthorize religious feminisms. But by displacing a reified hermeneutics of 
ideology, a rather messier, certainly less “rational,” but arguably more vibrant image 
emerges of sites of cultural production that were at once intersectional and “essentialist;” 
whose oppositional import lay in their rehabilitation of the pre-cognitive, primordial, and 
otherworldly for purposes of revolutionary change.110  
Like the broader Goddess movement, these writings were characterized by claims 
to forms of nonsecular, intuitive, and extraordinary insight that are perhaps best 
understood not as unwitting ignorance or inerudition, but as a concerted move to refuse 
the truth regimes of an uninhabitable patriarchal and white supremacist society. These 
cultural and political experiments poorly accede to the expectation that progressive 
politics should enact the same hermeneutics of suspicion that has, until recently, been 
prioritized in much feminist scholarship: that it should critically interrogate experiences 
of the world in order to expose and deconstruct its oppressive discursive architecture. 
Rather, much in the spirit of the speculative turn, Goddess feminism might instead be 
read as a concerted flight from the critical, one that sought to pursuit new apprehensions 
and inhabitations of reality that might then be achieved. Unorthodox knowledges about a 
mythic, gynocratic prehistory, or about the geological and cosmic forces accessed 
through female embodiment deserve further recognition for the varieties of contact and 
relationality they effected between self and other, past and present, human and 
nonhuman, and creaturely and divine. But as I will detail, these kinds of mystical insights 
were not strictly projects of knowledge acquisition. Rather, they also engendered new 
prospects for bodily and psychic ability and action on the social plane. 
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Part II: 
Enchanted Animacies 
 
 Today, the Goddess movement retains perhaps greater notoriety not simply for its 
improper knowledges, but for the varieties of action it elicited—or, more often, failed to 
elicit. But like their anti-secular epistemologies, the enchanted praxes of Goddess 
feminisms also demand further reflection as a set of challenges to secular, 
anthropocentric and positivist hierarchies of social efficacy. Emerging at a moment when 
conventional tactics for affecting the material world were being rapidly foreclosed, 
Goddess feminists looked not to the limited affordances of rights-based liberalism—
increasingly, the dominant approach of the male-led gay movement—but, rather, to the 
agential possibilities of magical language and acts. Through incantations, hexing, 
telekinesis, and channeling, witches and priestesses sought not just to build new 
knowledge about understanding of reality, but to actually alter it. That what was arguably 
a profusion of experiments in social interacting has today been largely dismissed as, 
simply, sites of social withdrawal speaks less to the self-understanding and aspirations of 
Goddess feminists and more to the intelligible parameters of action and animacy in 
contemporary scholarship. However, closer attention to the nonnormative modalities of 
action deployed by religious feminists stands to contribute not only to queer and feminist 
activist historiographies, but also to recent posthuman literatures on affect and new 
materialisms, which have not typically centered religion as a practice that implicates the 
agential capacities of the nonhuman. In what follows, I map out witchcraft’s engagements 
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with an array of vibrant im/materialities to better understand the centrality of nonhuman 
and otherworldly actants in this period of feminist politics. 
Despite their association with inactivity, feminist witches drew from occult 
traditions that emphasized magic as a craft, in other words, as a practice intended 
expressly to produce real, material effects in the world. In fact, despite the tendency in 
anthropological and historical accounts to engage magic and religion as structures of 
human belief rather than practice, canonical theorizations of magic and the occult have 
tended to displace questions of knowledge and meaning in favor of occultism’s agentic 
capacities.111 As Marcel Mauss has written, “occult” practices possess a “special kind of 
effectiveness;” occult rites are “eminently effective, they are creative; they do things.”112 
Importantly, for Mauss, the efficacy of the occult is not discursive or even wholly human, 
but “sui generis.”113 In Mauss’s account, magical practice implicates dimensions of 
causality that elude the symbolic, much as Latour’s notion of an actant decenters 
symbolic or discursive causal mechanisms.114 Writing during the same years as the 
Goddess movement, which he characterized as part of an “occult explosion” of the 1970s, 
Mircea Eliade noted that esoteric traditions can be distinguished by their mobilization of 
“hidden or concealed forces… that cannot be measured or recognized by the instruments 
of modern science,” but which nonetheless “have as their desired or intended 
                                                
111 In other words, scholarly studies of nonsecular events tend to reduce them to their observable 
phenomenological, discursive, or representational effects. For discussions of this dynamic in 
history and anthropology, see Dipesh Chakrabarty, “The Time of History and the Time of 
Gods,”), 36; Diego Escolar, “Boundaries of Anthropology,” 38. 
112 Marcel Mauss, General Theory of Magic, 25, 23. 
113 Ibid 71. 
114 Latour, Reassembling the Social,10. 
  283 
consequences empirical results.” 115 Eliade’s emphasis on occultism as practices of 
materiality are echoed by Ernesto De Martino’s theorization of magic, developed four 
years earlier, as “the mind’s ability to affect the material world through acts of attention 
and inattention.”116 Eliade also captures an prominent dynamic in feminist paganisms: an 
interest in strategies that produced actual material effects without accompanying 
investment in rendering transparent or knowable the mechanisms that produced those 
effects.  
Feminist practitioners of witchcraft bore out these scholarly theorizations of 
occultism as techniques of altering the material world. Building on Aleister Crowley’s 
definition of magic as “the Science and Art of causing Change to occur in conformity 
with Will,” feminist witches pointed out that the very word “Wicca” originated from 
Indo-European roots for “to bend” or “to turn.” Hardly an exponent of social 
disengagement, a witch, in this rendering, was someone with unique faculties for 
producing changes—as Adler put it, a “woman (or man) skilled in the craft of shaping, 
bending, and changing reality.”117 Starhawk similarly underscored the occult and 
generative valences of witchcraft, positing a witch as a “‘shaper,’ a creator who bends the 
unseen into form.”118 Starhawk, in fact, believed witchcraft to offer such a potent 
resource for altering reality, she issues cautionary warnings about how to avoid common 
hamartias associated with the discovery “that your Will can effect events:” for instance, 
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feelings of omnipotence, “showing off,” or neglecting one’s obligations to the earthly 
plane.119 Witches’ displacement of belief and knowledge in favor of actions and effects 
was articulated in part as a challenge to Protestantism’s privileging of faith over acts, and 
as an effort to find new ways for women to engage their realities that could counter the 
dematerialized theologies of Judeo-Christianity. As Z Budapest noted, “Your spell will 
work fine even if you don’t believe in it. Witchcraft is not a matter of faith.”120 Adler 
affirmed, “belief has never seemed very relevant to the Neo-Pagan movement.”121  
Despite witches’ emphasis on affectivity, witchcraft’s proliferation of strategies 
for magically interacting with the world tends to be read not as an expansion of 
possibilities for social acting and change, but rather, as inaugurating the attenuation of 
productive political action. As an animistic and ecological cosmology, Goddess religion 
refused the differential distribution of agential capacity across ontological types, and thus 
witches experimented with strategies for contacting and acting upon the outside world 
that are not legible as forms of action within secular and anthropocentric frameworks. 
Witchcraft turned to incorporeals like deities and spirits to produce corporeal results, and 
like many magical traditions, its emphasis on object manipulation hinged upon the 
vitality of supposedly insensate or inert “things.” Wands, candles, ceremonial knives, 
oils, and other magical objects were all regarded as highly animate matter that possessed, 
under the proper conditions, their own distinctive capacities to affect the physical 
world—oils alone, for instance, could be used to bind enemies, protect the user, or attack 
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enemies.122 The vitality of magical objects was emphasized not just in the performance of 
actual magical rites, but also in the larger culture of feminist paganisms. Gloria 
Anzaldúa’s first published poem, “Tiheque,” adopts the narratorial voice of an Aztec 
ceremonial knife, now trapped in the dead, disenchanted display case of a “musty 
museum.” Evoking an ancient, geological temporality that makes trivial human finitude, 
the knife reflects on its past lifetime as an instrument of human sacrifice, seemingly 
undeterred by its momentary capture as museum artifact. In closing, the knife anticipates, 
impassively, the restoration of its deadly agency: “Time passes./ I rest and await the 
flesh.”123 
The efficacy of magical objects frequently depended on the coordination of a 
range of heterogeneous elements across ontological orders: Budapest’s instructions for 
construction of a wand, for instance, stipulated that wood must be collected from a 
specific group of sacred trees under the full moon, its owner must hollow out the wand’s 
base and use wax to seal a drop of her own menstrual blood into it, and then “consecrate 
it in the name of Diana with water, wine fire, and incense.”124 As an assemblage, the 
wand’s magical properties were emergent properties, secured through the coordination of 
organic and inorganic, human and nonhuman, and earthly and celestial elements. In 
incorporating the biological matter of its user—her menstrual blood—wands and other 
objects mobilized the vital, sacralized material of the female body, expanding the body’s 
agential capacities beyond the delimitations of ordinary, profane corporeal boundaries. 
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Magic could be used to act upon and capacitate the body in a number of other 
ways as well. Ritual was valorized not only for its ability to enable new perceptions of 
reality but also to newly effect realities. As contributor Kay Turner wrote for Heresies 
magazine, “in ritual, we embody and activate images of the archetypical, the eternal 
feminine, the goddess.”125 Ritual and shamanism were understood as uniquely 
capacitating in their ability to access and, through performance, manifest other 
existences: as Turner wrote, “both shaman and feminist ritualist express a powerful sense 
of capability… they can connect different realms of reality and facilitate change by 
embodying change.”126 While Turner’s appeals to a pre-discursive “eternal feminine” 
may appear, at first glance, reductively “essentialist,” in her writing, this feminine force 
works propels towards a more unstable, enchanted, and suggestible embodied self. Here, 
the “essentialist” elements accessed through ritual produce the ritualistic body as highly 
deterritorialized and volatile, a body in which the coterminousness of consciousness and 
corporeality begins to dissolve. 
In these writings, the body-in-ritual emerges as an assemblage: a recombinant of 
the human and nonhuman, profane and numinous, past and present, material and 
immaterial, immanent and transcendent. By dissipating the familiar, organic boundaries 
of the self, the ritualistic body could both “activate” reality and receive new kinds of 
insight about it. Alison Harlow, a leader in the tradition of Feri Witchcraft, affirmed the 
suggestibility and volatility of ritual state, noting that “through ritual one can… become 
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perceptive to nonmaterial life forms.”127 For Budapest, ritual not only facilitated 
perceptivity towards other entities and planes of being, but undercut the very possibility 
of distinction between the self and the forces that acted upon it: as she put it, “the purpose 
of ritual is to wake up… The old ones inside us, the collective consciousness, the many 
lives, the divine eternal parts.”128 The multiplicities of historical, eternal, and collective 
being evoked by Budapest refuse conceptions of a prior, singular, and coherent self. 
Budapest further affirmed the inability of language to apprehend these pluralities of 
being, emphasizing that “those parts do not speak English.129  
The capacitating and transubjective possibilities of ritual practice were especially 
highlighted in the advanced rite of “aspecting.” Sometimes referred to as “drawing down 
the moon” or simply “possession,” the rite required a priestess, typically in a trance state, 
to draw in and manifest a facet of the Goddess, allowing the divinity to take control of 
her words and actions.130 At times, the enfleshment of the spirit was known to alter the 
very structure of the body: practitioners reported sudden gains in size and strength, and 
one group of Reclaiming witches observing an aspected Snake Goddess reported that the 
priestess’ eyes “seemed to have moved around to the sides of [her] head.”131 In these 
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rituals, merging the divine with the human body was a technique that sought to augment 
the body’s capacities for perception and action on the material plane. 
What is especially interesting about feminists engagements with ritual, in the 
aspecting rite and more generally, is that in working to achieve new heights of bodily 
capacity through the surrender of the self to other forces and presences, these practices 
arguably experimented with models of agency that disturb conventional secular and 
liberal frameworks. As Saba Mahmood has observed, secular feminism traditionally 
posits a humanist conception of agency that “locates agency in the political and moral 
autonomy of the subject.”132 Agency, in this understanding, is a process that asserts the 
integrity of the subject, in the act of  “realiz[ing] one’s own interests against the weight of 
custom, tradition, transcendental will, or other obstacles.”133 Feminist magical rites, in 
contrast, worked to build registers of capacity not through self-assertion but self-loss, by 
subordinating the self to other presences, often rendering the boundaries of the self 
inchoate and indeterminate. Eugene Thacker speaks to this interplay of capacitation and 
desubjectivization in magical practice, one that displaces autonomous, volitional models 
of agency, when he notes that “the magician is less one who uses nature as a tool, and 
more like a conduit for natural forces.”134 Witches’ practices, likewise, sought to effect 
change by effecting the self’s dissolution into its environment, rather than securing the 
interests of the self against the external world. Inasmuch as these practices drew their 
vital force from inhuman and occult powers and presences, they undermine proprietary 
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conceptions that reify agency as an transparently human characteristic, and as force of 
self-expression of the “human spirit’s refusal to be dominated.”135 
By acting on and expanding bodily capacities, magic also offered the prospect of 
biologically sustaining separatist communities into future generations. Concerned with 
the physiological logistics of maintaining their community forms, some separatists 
determined that honing their psychic powers offered the best prospect for securing a 
future without men. One writer for Daughter Visions—a newsletter dedicated entirely to 
discussions of lesbian parthenogenesis—advised that the raising of Kundalini energy 
could induce spontaneous cell division.136 Another piece instructed readers on how to 
fertilize their lover’s egg with their own through psychic merging—it was emphasized 
that both partners needed to agree in advance whether sexual or asexual reproduction was 
intended, since the wrong kind of pregnancy might otherwise ensue.137 Writings elicited 
remarkable optimism around lesbian parthenogenesis, opining that the main dilemma was 
not actually pulling it off, but rather that the resultant haploid zygotes were prone to 
congenital problems.138 Z Budapest shared the view that parthenogenesis was more 
widespread than patriarchal science would admit. She advised that traveling to the ocean 
and “wildly thrashing about in the water in religious ecstasy” had proven successful in 
inducing cell division, but if aspiring mothers found that too “impractical,” a similar 
ritual could be improvised at home, possibly in a bathtub.139 By magically initiating 
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sexual and asexual reproduction, and by developing psychic powers of healing and 
defense, women used magic to expand the potentialities of their very bodies. 
In verbal utterances as well, spells and incancations mined the animacy of words 
to do things in the world, pursuing in particularly literal fashion what Chen describes as 
the “alchemical magic of language.”140 As a contributor to the Dianic newsletter Themis 
observed, women’s innate magical aptitude made spellcasting an especially viable 
strategy for acting on both the self and its environment: “Women are natural mystics of 
our species, so spellcasting is our natural and powerful way to gain self leadership, and 
create reality.”141 As a religion that harbored great wariness towards secular and 
Protestant ideals of faith and knowledge, feminist paganisms often privileged the 
performative over the denotative functions of language, particularly in the speech act of 
the spell—and spells often bore standard performative markers like “so mote it be.” As 
performative utterances, the conditions of efficacy for magical speech acts often mark 
them as social withdrawals from the perspective of secular critique. As in other occult 
movements, in feminist witchcraft, spells and incantations drew power from being 
performed clandestinely. Themis magazine’s instructions for spellcasting, for instance, 
asserted “secrecy” as one of its four cornerstones, and advised readers in the 
dissimulations necessary to preserving magical effectiveness: “Once you have your spell, 
you hold it as in a vessel. If you give it all away by talking about it, you leak the energy 
you work with…. Establish your altar in a private space, and fib if that’s the only way to 
                                                
140 Chen, Animacies, 23. 
141 Janet Roslund, “Ideas on Spellcasting,” Themis: The Voice of the Feminist Witch 1 no. 2 
(Lammas 1979/9979 ADA), 1. 
 
  291 
stop nosey or hostile questions.”142 Dianic rites likewise emphasize secrecy and 
concealment as preconditions for magical effectiveness. Because the uterus drew power 
from the moon, most Dianic rites had to be performed at night, outside of normative 
temporalities of capitalist production and civic engagement, and they occurred within a 
sealed ritual circle that partitioned the spatiality of magical production from the outside 
world. Dianic covens were esoteric rather than wholly democratic affairs, open only to 
initiates who could convince the high priestess of their calling to the Goddess—a 
minimum of one year of active study and devotion was required to achieve the lowest 
level of coven membership.143  
But although feminist magical practice tended to refuse, as Mel Chen has written, 
the “animate hierarch[ies] of possible acts” stipulated by anthropocentric thought, the 
types of acts that feminists sought to achieve through magic were hardly 
inconsequential.144 While at times mobilized for more quotidian affairs (to promote 
“productive studying” or cure menstrual cramps, for instance) the material efficacy of 
magic became central to many feminists’ more overtly “political” endeavors as well.145 
As Budapest wrote, “throughout history, oppressed peoples have used their native 
(Pagan) religion as a liberating force, on both spiritual and physical planes. As feminist 
witches, we too draw upon our ancient tradition of using magic and psychic powers as 
tools and weapons in our liberation.”146 The Dianics were contentious in their 
endorsement of hexing (Budapest claimed the traditional “rule of three” did not apply if 
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the target was guilty). Their hexes were regarded as an effective means of managing 
sexual assault outside the criminal justice system, and were reported to break bones and 
even kill their targets.147 The Dianics also developed spells to free political prisoners, and 
Budapest claimed her own coven had contributed a spell that overturned the Briggs 
Amendment.148 Magic also circulated more diffusely in literary works as a source of 
uniquely female political capacitation. In a 1977 poem dedicated to Assata Shakur in 
Lady-Unique, Cheryl Clarke mirrored the Dianics’ leveraging of magic against the 
carceral, addressing Shakur as a witch and exhorting her to “put a curse on those 
devils/make them babble in lost tongues! Chase them with gadflies and furies!”149 
 Attentiveness to the enchanted animacies of Goddess feminism not only helps 
displace secular humanist models of action, it also stands to enhance contemporary 
posthumanist literatures, which often subsume questions of affect and the nonhuman into 
materialist rubrics. In the U.S. context, recent efforts to account for nonhuman and extra-
discursive agents in human social life have largely eclipsed, much as Lisa Blackman 
points out, the immaterial valences of human psychic interiority as well as the 
immateriality of actors external to the human.150 “Materiality,” rendered coeval with 
impersonal affect and vibrancy, has become a convenient shorthand for anthro-
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decentrizing projects. These critiques, however, have tended not to consider how 
nonhuman immaterial forces might also be integral to anthro-decentrizing agendas. 
Attending not just to the historical vibrancy of incorporeal nonhuman forces in 
oppositional politics efforts, but to how these vibrancies are effaced in scholarship brings 
into relief how anthropocentricism in the contemporary moment is always already 
sustained by the politics of secularism—anthropocentrism, in other words, takes 
disenchantment as a condition of possibility. But at the same time, attending to how 
magic was engaged to create physical changes in reality also yields materialist readings 
of phenomena that are considered, under liberal and secular epistemes, to be wholly 
immaterial. Thus, while divinities, magical forces, psychic powers, and spirits do not 
present as primarily material, feminist witchcraft also challenges the reduction of these 
practices to mere immateriality and psychic interiority—it particularly challenges the 
secular Protestant distillation of magical rites as subjective knowledge or belief. Looking 
to the magical practice as techniques of material change counters readings of this moment 
in feminism as a withdrawal into the self, and instead offers quite the opposite portrait: as 
a set of experiments that sought to create new points of contact and interaction between 
the self and the environment, to open the self and connect it to the outside world. 
Furthermore, in so doing, these efforts also undermine secular, liberal, and 
anthropocentric constructions of agency, in that the varieties of political capacitation that 
feminists sought to achieve through magic occurred not through the assertion of a 
sovereign, self-possessed subject against the constraints of the social, but through 
techniques that attempted to gain power by merging the self with and dissolving it into 
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manifold inhuman forces. Occurring during a time in which the assertion of interiorized 
selfhood was becoming increasingly naturalized as a cornerstone of gay rights reformism, 
these experiments with registers of nonnormative agency present especially stark 
alternatives to the liberal demand for recognition and the solipsism of an ascendant 
homonormativity. 
More broadly, the vibrant im/materialities of Goddess feminism provide grounds 
for beginning to consider the import of impersonal, numinous and seemingly 
transcendent ontologies of sexuality and the body for oppositional political programs, 
especially after the twilight of the social movement era. They also offer a basis for 
engaging specifically religious cosmologies as a resource for the posthuman turn, and for 
further pursuing productive cross-pollinizations in scholarly thinking on animacy and 
animism. As I have suggested, far from reifying or enshrining the human actor, feminist 
witchcraft offers a rich genealogy of action that displaces the primacy of the human, 
eroding boundaries not just between human and animal, organic and inorganic, but also 
between material and immaterial, and creaturely and divine.  
 
 
Part III 
Becoming-Imperceptible: Sexual Apophasis and Occult Politics 
 
 But while attention to Goddess feminism’s magical and antirationalist 
cosmologies helps build a picture of how these cultures sought to effect alternative modes 
of social and political engagement, on some basic level, reckoning with these occult 
feminisms demands not simply redeeming them from charges of political withdrawal, but 
also a reengagement with that very charge itself. For, despite its manifold forms of 
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political interactivity, the archive of Goddess feminism nonetheless presents inexorably 
with lines of exfiltration. Even as they created new possibilities for affecting the world 
and each other, feminist witches, by their own admission, were actively emigrating from 
familiar political projects. As the scene from the WomanSpirit Festival illuminates, if the 
backdrop of early gay and women’s liberation was the urban protest march, and its spatial 
trajectory moved from private to public—“out of the closet and into the streets,” as gay 
liberation proclaimed—the scene of cultural feminism was the woods, under the cover of 
night, deliberately obscured from public view. If radical lesbians and straight feminists 
previously worked to engage and alter the world of men, cultural feminists, like the 
festival’s witches, instead sought to elude patriarchy, to make men simply “go away.” 
And in this rather lackluster entreaty, the commanding, populist cry of the protest chant 
was displaced by a whispered incantation of initiates. Rather than addressing their 
grievances to the external world, feminist cultures of the Goddess turned inward—taking 
up the questionable work of elaborating their own institutions and systems of meaning, 
often to the exclusion of those viewed extrinsic to their order. 
As they turned increasingly to arcane and cryptic techniques for advancing the 
goals of their movement, the vocabularies they privileged stood in stark contrast to the 
political vernaculars of their time. As one WomanSpirit contributor reflected,  
the way out is not – for me – to go out on the level of the man’s world and try to 
correct things – but to literally fly straight up – as the shamans and witches flew 
up – through the roof, through the sky—into another world... where dream and 
reality are the same… biology and the mystical are one – magic… The world 
yearns to become a wild dream animal again”151 
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Rather than fighting to achieve popular understanding of political grievances, they 
refused the promise of recognition, centering techniques that largely displaced norms of 
civic participation or engagement. In 1971, Mary Daly’s staged “exodus” from 
“patriarchal religion”—in which she led congregants from the Harvard chapel at the close 
of her sermon—encapsulates feminism’s experimentation with new “lines of flight” in an 
especially literal way. In place of the ethic of sexual transparency, publicity, and 
disclosure that had been pervasive in women’s and gay liberation until that time, feminist 
witches began to cleave to secrecy and concealment. 
In these respects, Goddess feminism especially bears the mark of the occult, 
inasmuch as its activities concerned themselves with, as Jeffery Kripal and Wouter 
Hanegraaff write, “the things we do not talk about.”152 Withdrawal was precisely the aim 
of much Goddess practice: withdrawal from political speech and intelligibility, from 
publicity, and from interlocution—as Robin Morgan avowed to the patriarchal world in 
her widely circulated poem, “Monster:” “I will speak less and less to you/ and more and 
more in crazy gibberish you cannot understand:/ witches incantations… old women’s 
mutterings/schizophrenic code.”153 Indeed, feminist witchcraft of this period elicits a 
striking withdrawal from the injunctions to truth-telling that not only saturated 
progressive sexual politics of the post-Stonewall era, but have more broadly marked the 
history of sexuality under Western modernity. In the early 1970s, gay and women’s 
liberation reinvigorated a will to knowledge around sex that had first emerged a century 
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previously—these movements renewed the impetus to publicly externalize the sexual 
self, roundly affirming, as Foucault has written, the imperative that sexuality “speak on 
its own behalf” to power.154 And yet, Goddess feminism, instead, turned to a sexual 
ontology of mystery, and specifically, mystery in the religious sense: a truth that cannot 
be transmitted through language or culture but accessed only through divine revelation.155 
Thus, rather than reiterating indictments of political withdrawal, we might also 
inquire how and to what ends feminism endeavored to make sexuality occult at this 
particular historical moment. We might ask, moreover, what might be gained—then and 
now—from these persistent thematics of secrecy, concealment, and hiddenness in recent 
histories of sexuality. If queer studies is indeed increasingly occupying a space “after 
suspicion”—wherein scholars within and beyond gender and sexuality studies are 
questioning the “efficacy of knowledge per se,” and particularly “knowledge in the form 
of exposure”—the Goddess movement’s refutations of intelligibility and would 
especially seem to invite further reflection.156 In this final section, I consider more closely 
secrecy, and concealment as functions of an emergent queer occult politics during this 
period. In so doing, I place the Goddess movement in conversation with literatures on 
Western esotericism in hopes of better reckoning with the generative possibilities of the 
occult (and occulted) histories of sexual modernity. I lend focus to a particular valence of 
the Goddess movement’s antirevelatory politics: its rendering of sexuality as 
ontologically averse to capture by human speech and understanding. Against the secular 
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modernist soldering of sexuality with knowledge, these feminist and queer occultisms 
elevated sexual unknowing, and they turned to speech that attempted to negate finality of 
sexual understanding. The sacralized female body of Goddess feminism was an object 
not of calculation, but of mystery; not of knowledge, but of gnosis. In this respect, 
feminist religious traditions speak strongly to the longstanding theological tradition of 
aphophaticism, or negative theology, which attempts to reckon with the ineffability of the 
divine. I thus offer a set of preliminary reflections on sexual apophasis as an alternative to 
scientia sexualis’ truth-telling regime, both in the historical moment of the 1970s and in 
queer studies today. 
To argue for secrecy and unknowing as a sexual politics may seem 
counterintuitive, insofar as in much secular criticism, “secrecy” conjures not simply 
political neutrality or inefficacy, but hegemonic political agendas. As Jack Bratich has 
noted, especially in the time since September 11, 2001, secrecy is generally perceived as 
a “domain of self-serving corruption, of elitist exclusivity, of special interest power that 
blocks consensus.”157 “The public” in contrast, is cited as the proper domain of 
progressive causes – in this view, democracy countervails hegemony in part through its 
unveiling of the obscured truths that would sustain statist and elitist hierarchies. And yet, 
echoing Sedgwick’s doubts about paranoid reading practices, Bratich questions the “drive 
to seek exposure as a corrective to power,” along with the “faith in publicity as a truth-
telling strategy to expose, and ultimately neutralize power's machinations.”158 Might 
secrecy, he asks, as a strategy for political thought and action, also serve minor and 
                                                
157 Jack Bratcih, “Popular Secrecy and Occultural Studies,” Cultural Studies 21 no 1 (2007), 46. 
158 Ibid 44. 
  299 
popular projects, especially projects that critique liberal ideals of representation and 
visibility? Bratich turns to the anarchist black bloc as a model for a new “politics of 
masking” that takes up secrecy as a tactic, not as escapist or utopian, but as “affirmative 
gestures of disappearance.”159 
If the secret enjoys a contested status in Bratich’s discussion of the post-9/11 
progressive imaginary, hiddenness and truth-telling are rather differently fraught in the 
historical domain of sexuality. On one level, queer communities and scholars alike 
present obvious antecedents to Bratich’s occult prescriptions: historically, one would be 
hard pressed to find a figure that has endeavored to “pursue secrecy as a strategy” more 
vigorously than the queer—indeed, great swaths of queer history might be read as 
exercises in precisely the kind of “insurgent” or “minor” secrecies that Bratich proposes 
as a novel agenda.160 Likewise, theorists of sexuality present some of the most trenchant 
critiques of the truth-telling regimes that Bratich paints as uncontested: Foucault’s 
foundational historicization of sexuality is, in large part, a narrative of power’s efforts to 
banish secrecy from sex, speaking incessantly on sex while insisting it not be spoken of. 
As part of a larger secularization romance, scientia sexualis denotes power’s will to make 
sexuality “calculable,” an object not just of knowledge, but of relentless speech and 
disclosure. In this sense, sexuality’s incitement to discourse is an incitement to publicity 
that queer studies has challenged since the field’s inception.  
Indeed, even in early queer studies, the secret has circulated not simply as an 
object to be negated (through revelatory, demystifying critique), but also as an object of 
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considerable interest in its own right. Eve Sedgwick’s critique of exposure in her widely-
circulated “Paraoid Reading” essay finds an antecedent in her field-defining 
Epistemology of the Closet, which offers an account of homosexuality “distinctively 
constituted as secrecy.”161 Sedgwick locates the emergence of queerness in historical 
contestations over secrecy/disclosure, public/private, and concealment/revelation. 
Although lacking Sedgwick’s sensitivity to the distinctively concealed valences of queer 
sexuality, theologians like Kripal and Hanegraaff have similarly remarked on the 
profound and seemingly trans-historical entanglements of sex and the esoteric. In an 
apparent challenge to conventional Foucauldian partitionings of the ars erotica from 
scientia sexualis, they affirm, “sex is the secret par excellance.”162 Writing more recently 
on queer performativity, Mark Jordan, meditating on Sontag, provocatively posits 
“camp” as an esoteric discourse, as he puts it, the ritualization of the “open secret.”163 In 
his writing on camp, and in Telling Truths in Church, Jordan draws from theology’s 
engagements with the ineffable to theorize withheld homosexuality as a challenge to the 
reifications of identity politics.164 But perhaps the most extensive meditation on queer 
refusals of truth-telling can be found in Scott Herring’s account of antirevelatory 
techniques in modernist slumming literatures: Herring reads concealment and mystery in 
queer writing at the turn of the century as a refusal of the sexual will to knowledge at the 
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moment of its historical consolidation, and he urges, in the end, for critics to follow these 
authors’ lead in becoming more proficient at “dabbl[ing] in sexual unknowing.”165 As a 
whole, these literatures constitute a robust queer tradition that has challenged a liberal 
politics of sexual recognition. 
In other respects, however, queer studies has been a strong proponent of 
disclosure and transparency. This impulse is perhaps especially visible in scholars’ efforts 
to respond to the exigencies of neoliberalism, which have tended to protest the 
privatization of sexuality, and the erosion of the public sphere, by asserting sexuality’s 
proper place in public life. Even if the promise of self-disclosure mobilized by the 
injunction to “come out” has come under fire in queer scholarship, “sexual publics” 
remain the privileged domain of queer acts and subjects alike.166 And although Foucault’s 
history of modernity famously partitioned sexuality into secular and mystical domains—
scientia sexualis and ars erotica—scholarship on the sexual modernities of the West have 
infrequently commented on the role of the esoteric in contestations over sexuality’s 
incitement to discourse.167.  
 In a very literal way, gay politics threw off its mask after the Stonewall riots, 
inasmuch as the homophile’s avatar, suddenly rendered archaic, drew its inspiration from 
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the concealed performers of early European modernity. The trajectories of the Goddess, 
however, evoke an intense desire to recreate sexuality not as knowledge or affirmative 
speech, but as evanescent—a peculiar effort to wrest the secret back from the will to 
know. Invocations of female sexuality as a site of mystical unknowing suffused feminist 
thought during this time, circulating well beyond organized religious factions: from 
Lorde’s reflections on the erotic as ancient and irrational, to Luce Irigaray’s meditations 
on the cryptic and ecstatic dimensions of female embodiment in essays like “La 
Mystérique,” or Hélène Cixous proclamations of woman’s erotogeneity as an “antilogos 
weapon.”168  
Here and elsewhere, feminists’ mystical accounts of sex, the body, and the 
feminine emerge in continual reference to their elision by language. The Dianics 
distinguished themselves as a mystery tradition—their restriction of membership to 
uterus-bearing initiates derived from the theological tenet that sexual understanding could 
proceed only from embodied experience, that it could not be transmitted through 
language, culture, or representation.169 Feminist interest in a sexualized “dark, inward, 
hidden self,” was rarely accompanied by the directive to make that interiority transparent 
or intelligible, but rather an esoteric injunction to preserve and guard that space of 
unknowing: not only by restricting the dissemination of magical techniques, but through 
their insistence of the basic “worldlessness” of sacred sexual and gendered experience.170 
Audre Lorde’s “Poetry is Not a Luxury” affirms these constructions of female sexuality 
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as at once universal, occult, and withdrawn. Moreover, she constructs these esoteric 
qualities as the source of women’s unique capacities:  
For each of us as women, there is a dark place within, where hidden and growing 
our true spirit rises… These places of possibility within ourselves are dark 
because they are ancient and hidden. They have survived and grown strong 
through that darkness. Within these deep places, each one of us holds an 
incredible reserve of creativity and power.171 
 
In these alignments with darkness and gnosis, Goddess discourse recalls the 
theological tradition of apophaticism, or negative discourse. Literally, apophaticism 
denotes speech that “unsays” or “speaks-away” itself in effort to grapple with the radical 
failure of all speech to capture the divine.172 The dialectics of sexual immanence and 
transcendence that feminists recalled in their experiences of mystical union, their 
reiterative references to language’s reification of sexuality, and their dissolution of 
concrete boundaries of the (sexual) self speak to basic characteristics of apophatic 
mysticism.173 And like Catherine Keller and Chris Boesel’s reflections on apophatic 
discourse, Goddess feminists gestured to the failure of “creaturely concepts, categories, 
language, texts, persons, communities… to comprehend and so contain divine reality.” 174 
Perhaps uniquely for feminist witches, language’s failure to contain reality implicated the 
embodied realities of sacralized sexuality and the body. As Starhawk emphasized, 
feminist witchcraft was fundamentally a “religion of poetry, not theology,” in the sense 
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that it escaped the denotative and affirmative enunciations of god-talk, especially the 
reifications of religious text. In a particularly apophatic passage of The Spiral Dance, 
Starhawk elaborated, 
The myths, legends, and teachings are recognized as metaphors for “That-Which-
Cannot-Be-Told,” the absolute reality our limited minds can never completely 
know. The mysteries of the absolute can never be explained— only felt or 
intuited. Symbols and ritual acts are used to trigger altered states of awareness, in 
which insights that go beyond words are revealed. When we speak of “the secrets 
that cannot be told,” we do not mean merely that rules prevent us from speaking 
freely. We mean that the inner knowledge literally cannot be expressed in 
words.175 
 
Likewise, Robin Morgan’s apophatic proclamation of withdrawal, “I will speak less and 
less to you,” and her call to speak in “mad-woman’s mutterings” and “schizophrenic 
code” (which recalls Karl Barth’s description of theology as “old woman’s stammering”), 
evokes feminists’ desire to enact sexual politics at the point of rupture of language and 
representation. As one attendee at the Woman Spirit Festival recalled, it seemed to her 
that “the most authentic speech the women have ever made” may have been their 
wordless cries of anger during revelatory experiences–these wordless enunciations, 
speech that falls apart as it is uttered is, moreover, a speech that “did not seek to 
communicate,” a speech that refused language’s reifications by negating its denotative 
and referential faculties.176  
These instances of sexual apophasis would seem to affirm Ann-Marie Priest’s 
observation that “apophatic mysticism and negative theology have been vitally important, 
                                                
175 Starhawk, The Spiral Dance, 32. 
176 Nelle Morton, “Rising Woman Consciousness in a Male Language Structure,” WomanSpirit 2 
(Winter Solstice, 1974), 59. 
  305 
if largely unacknowledged, influences on contemporary feminism.”177 Other feminist 
theologians like Amy Hollywood and Catherine Keller have likewise aligned French 
feminist texts of this era with the negative theological tradition, pointing to the apophatic 
dynamics of critiques of phallogocentrism: for instance, Irigaray’s famous remark that 
“woman does not exist,” or Kristeva’s assertion that “woman” indexes something that 
“cannot be represented, something that is not said, something above and beyond 
nomenclatures and ideologies.”178 But beyond these primarily heterosexual forerunners of 
sexual difference feminism, which has not always been central to the genealogies of 
queer critique in U.S. contexts, the sexual mysteries of feminist witchcraft urge us to 
consider the “variegated possibilities of the apophatic gesture” for theorizations of queer 
sexuality in Western modernity. Apophaticism may offer resources that nuance or 
destabilize understandings of modern sexuality’s privileged relation to knowledge and 
speech.179 While postsecular critics have already begun to challenge the primacy of 
language accorded to sexuality’s historical emergence in Foucauldian accounts, the 
Goddess movement provides a much more recent glimpse into the fissures of sexual 
modernity.180 And while postsecular critiques of confessional models have tended to 
focus on sites located around modernity’s onset and entrenchment, the Goddess 
                                                
177 Ann-Marie Priest, “Woman as God, God as Woman: Mysticism, Negative Theology, and Luce 
Irigaray,” The Journal of Religion, 83 no. 1 (Jan 2003), 2. 
178 Irigaray qtd in Catherine Keller, “The Apophasis of Gender: a Fourfold Unsaying of Feminist 
Theology,” Journal of the American Academy of Religion, 76 no 4 (December 2008); Julia 
Kristeva, “Woman Can Never Be Defined,” in New French Feminisms eds. Elaine Marks and 
Isabelle de Courtivron (New York: Schocken, 1980), 137. 
179 Boesel and Keller, Apophatic Bodies, 7.  
180 Cf Freeman, “Sacra/mentality in Djuana Barnes’s Nightwood,” Peter Coviello and Jared 
Hickman, “After the Postsecular.” 
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movement, in contrast, gestures at the possibilities of the apophatic in a post-Civil Rights 
world. 
In writings of the Goddess movement, like in much mystical writing, apophatic 
negations of language emerge recurrently in tandem with an elevation of the esoteric, 
incommunicable, and concealed. These refusals to speak, divulge, or make visible the 
truths of the body and sexuality have helped secure occult feminisms illegibility within 
modernist, as well as many progressive sexual ideologies; however, they are also, 
arguably, what made the Goddess’s esoteric cosmologies useful for contemporary efforts 
to imagine and inhabit sexuality otherwise. Indeed, as a critique of visibility and 
representation, the Goddess movement arguably bears resonances not just with apophatic 
tradition, but also with the extreme state of deterritorialized becoming that Deleuze and 
Guatarri term “becoming-imperceptible.” And in this respect, these occult(ed) feminisms 
index perhaps an even more radically socially and symbolically destabilizing project. In 
A Thousand Pleateaus, Deleuze and Guattari describe becoming-imperceptible, with 
considerable occult overtones, as the advanced state of becoming wherein “the face is 
effaced… the faciality traits disappear, [and] we can be sure that we have entered another 
regime, other zones infinitely muter and more imperceptible where subterranean 
becomings-animal occur, becomings-molecular, nocturnal deterritorializations over-
spilling the limits of the signifying system.”181 Becoming-imperceptible is an insurgent 
and esoteric form of minor secrecy in which identity and motion is disorganized to the 
point of its unintelligibility, to the point of the clandestine. Empowered by the cover of 
the night, the magician’s sleight of hand, the sealed circle, and manifold becomings—
                                                
181 Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, 115. 
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celestial, geological, and divine—feminist witchcraft of this decade would appear to 
present a particularly imperceptible and occulted politics of sexuality indeed. Like the 
camouflaged fish that Deleuze and Guattari so admire, the occult ontologies of gender 
and sexuality in the Goddess movement erode the organic boundaries of the body, 
collapse time and space into perplexing indeterminacies, and create ecologies that world 
with “lines of a rock, sand, and plants” in a process of relentless self-negation, of 
continual regress to asignification.182  
 What reading the Goddess archive through these interrelated frames – apophasis, 
occult, imperceptible – may yield is an expanded horizon for thinking through the 
counter-ontologies of gender and sexuality in modernity. An anti-representational politics 
of the queer occult might generate additional opportunities for displacing anthropocentric 
and secular schema alike by considering not just the animal and thingly, but also the 
godly and celestial. In resisting the demystifying impulses of scientia sexualis and secular 
constructivism alike, queer occultisms highlight sexuality’s capacities for regress into 
unexpected and plastic forms, to the point where it camouflages with the tides of the 
moon, with the ancient past, with owls and unseen geological forces. Attending to the 
variegated lines of flight occasioned by these occult, enchanted queer histories may mean 
developing a set of historical practices that take respite from the work of deconstruction 
in order to stay with the secret. Indeed a less suspicious, more enchanted historiography 
may impel us more fully to explore the political and imaginative possibilities conjured by 
sexuality’s perceived capacity to harness and otherworldly powers. 
                                                
182 Ibid 280. 
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Epilogue 
 
Legacies of the Weird:  
Re-Enchantment In a Neoliberal Age 
 
“May you discover the enlivening power of darkness within yourself.” 
- Susan Stryker, “My Words to Victor Frankenstein Above the Village of Chamonix” 
 
 
On a frigid evening in January 2014, I arrived at a friend’s apartment in the 
Bedford-Stuyvesant neighborhood of Brooklyn along with about a dozen other young 
queer adults from the area, some of whom I knew well, others I was meeting for the first 
time. The occasion for the gathering was the recent Elk River chemical spill in West 
Virginia, which had contaminated the drinking water of some 300,000 residents in the 
surrounding counties. In addition to the spill’s devastating environmental impact, many 
of the human residents in the affected area were extremely poor, did not have reliable 
access to transportation or alternative water sources, and their lives had been thrown into 
precarity by the sudden loss of safe drinking water.1 Much like the coverage in 
progressive media, the queer people I knew in New York widely regarded the incident to 
be exemplary of the ravages of unchecked capitalism in a post-Keynesian world. They 
also considered it a reminder of the group-differential casualties of unfettered capitalism, 
namely, of capitalism’s subjection of disfranchised human and nonhuman life to 
premature death. 
                                                
1 See coverage, “West Virginia Water Crisis: Behind Chemical Spill, Gaping Holes in State and 
Federal Regulation,” Democracy, January 14, 2014, 
http://www.democracynow.org/2014/1/14/west_virginia_water_crisis_behind_chemical; Trip 
Gabriel and Coral Davenport, “Calls for Oversight in West Virginia Went Unheeded,” New York 
Times, January 13, 2014, http://www.nytimes.com/2014/01/14/us/ban-on-tap-water-being-lifted-
in-west-virginia.html?_r=0.  
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My two friends who had convened our meeting had grown up in the affected 
counties. They felt that some kind gathering in support of those still living there was in 
order, particularly because, in their view, young queer people in major metropolitan areas 
had access to certain resources and privileges that they did not believe were afforded to 
the rural poor of Appalachia. My two friends were also witches. One formally identified 
as a Wiccan; the other remained affiliated with the Pentecostal church in which she had 
been raised, but she viewed the magical techniques of paganism to be entirely 
commensurate with the supernatural folk practices of her charismatic Christian 
upbringing. She was also known to remark that even beyond her ecclesiastical 
allegiances, there few things were “witchier” than Appalaichan superstition. My two 
friends had experienced a shared confluence of identifications produced by the Elk River 
incident: a sense of marginality both as queer people and as descendents of the very rural 
and very poor, a political and spiritual investment in the life threatened by the spill, and, 
more nebulously, a sense that certain supernatural faculties that drew power from that 
imperiled life might actually be mobilized to counter the damages. They proposed a 
simple plan for the evening: a spell circle to aid those affected by the chemical waste. My 
Pentecostal friend invited me to join not because of my own religious background, or 
because my academic research focused on “witchy stuff” (though it was remarked that I 
might find this connection interesting), but because she wanted me to accompany her on 
the banjo while she played autoharp and led everyone through a handful of hymns. 
The group that assembled that evening evinced a relationship to the privileges and 
privations of neoliberalism that was entirely unremarkable in its complexity. We were 
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mostly white, and by virtually any standard, the apartment in which we gathered would 
be considered a site of gentrification. Still, those present could not be said to unilaterally 
represent neoliberalism’s beneficiaries. As queer and trans people, many of us had lost 
the private familial relationships that have become increasingly vital to economic security 
in a neoliberal age, and we had mostly experienced downward mobility associated with 
our sexualities and gender identities. Many of us faced barriers to capital accumulation 
due to disability, gender identity, and HIV status, and each of us was trying to cobble 
together a subsistence out of contingent labor in a service- and debt-based economy. The 
remains of the welfare state provided a modicum of support even as it constrained the 
possibilities of our lives: while our presence in the historically black Bed-Stuy 
neighborhood clearly indexed whiteness’s singular mobility, New York’s exceptionally 
comprehensive AIDS Drug Assistance Program also meant that some of us would 
probably never be able to leave this city that we could never quite properly claim as our 
own.  
I will not recount the details of the ceremony in the interest of protecting the 
privacy of both the rites and their practitioners – but a circle was cast, and closed, prayers 
were offered, some objects passed around, and I did my best to pick along and harmonize 
as my friend sang lead on a couple Pentecostal standards from her childhood: “Keep on 
the Firing Line” and “My God Delivers Again”—both testimonies to the worldly efficacy 
of those favored by the supernatural powers of the Lord.  
The Wiccan who led the ceremony elicited a degree of self-consciousness about 
the articulated aims of the gathering. She was, perhaps, justly sensitized to the 
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denigration of alternative religions as flakey and New Age. But her account of the 
ultimate impetus of our convocation was striking: she insisted that what might be 
accomplished through a queer communion with the gods of nature and of Christianity 
could be more meaningful, and more efficacious, than “a Kickstarter”—a word she spoke 
with palpable weariness and scorn. If social justice work since the era of the 
revolutionary movements has become increasingly “nonprofitized,” as many have 
argued, “Kickstarter” indexes how young activists today are struggling to contend with a 
neoliberal horizon of reform that has begun to progress more perniciously beyond 
activism’s “nonprofitization” to its entrepreneurialization.2 The sense of fatigue conjured 
by this word—a phenomenology codified elsewhere in nonprofit discourse as 
“burnout”—especially highlights the intensifications of activist debility left in the wake 
of neoliberal advancement. 
But even more noteworthy than my friend’s diagnosis of the attrition of social 
possibility under late capitalism was her evocation of an alternative model: in effort to 
think beyond the incapacitations of a commodified and impotent reformism, my friend 
invoked the past. She had heard, she told us, that in the sixties, women had fought 
patriarchy with hexes. She wondered why this possibility did not have more prominence 
in our revolutionary imaginaries today. And she looked excited when I offered an 
affirmation of her account—I suggested she was probably thinking of WITCH, the 
Women’s International Terrorist Conspiracy from Hell. Providing a name for those 
women seemed to have elevated, for her, the anecdotal to the level of a usable past. And 
                                                
2 See INCITE! Women of Color Against Violence (eds.), The Revolution Will not be Funded: 
Beyond the Non-Profit Industrial Complex (Boston: South End Press, 2009). 
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if only for a moment, I believe that naming helped ratify a vision of change that queers 
today, perhaps as much as then, continue to reach towards: a vision in which the 
privations of capitalism, white supremacy, and heteropatriarchy might be countervailed 
not just by the powers of “the people,” but by the combined forces of the Earth, the 
Heavens, and Hell alike.  
 Indeed, the reflections offered at my neighborhood’s recent queer Elk River 
congregation arguably proffer but one instance of a more diffuse will to leverage 
enchantment against an attenuating horizon of social possibility in a post-neoliberal 
world. This turn to the magical and the otherwordly has, notably, not only looked to 
recent queer and trans pasts as model for imagining queer possibility otherwise, it also 
has stressed how these enchanted alternatives refuse the epistemic and ontological 
hierarchies of secular LGBT activist and academic knowledge production today. Reina 
Gossett, drawing on Saidiya Hartman, offers the following reflection on her work on the 
intersectional legacies of Marsha P. Johnson and Sylvia Rivera: “I wanted to write a story 
‘that exceeded the fictions of history… that constitute the archive and determine what can 
be said about the past.’”3 If genealogical methods eschew as atavistic fantasy the 
metaphysical redolence of origin narratives, queer projects like Gossett’s affirm the 
magical, metaphysical, and fantastic not just as objects of the past, but as a practice for 
engaging the past in the present: as Gossett writes, her anti-history of Johnson and Rivera 
provides an “origin narrative of two legendary figures.”4  
                                                
3 Reina Gossett qtd in Morgan M. Page, “Happy Birthday Marsha! An Interview with Reina 
Gossett,” The Helix Queer Performance Network http://helixqpn.org/post/93500001367/happy-
birthday-marsha-an-interview-with-reina, accessed May 25, 2015. 
4 Ibid, my emphasis. 
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 On the West Coast, the Museum of Transgender Hirstory and Art (MOTHA) has 
offered up a similar vision of what Hartman describes as the alchemical, para-historical 
practice of “critical fabulation.”5 MOTHA’s recent exhibition, “Transgender Hirstory in 
99 Objects,” endeavors, in the words of its curator, Chris Vargas, to construct an 
imaginary of “legends and mythologies.”6 The exhibition “ [points] to the many pieces of 
history that have not been preserved, cannot be known, or never existed but should 
have… Transgender Hirstory in 99 Objects blurs the line between the real and the 
imaginary… [it] does away with any tidy distinction between the known and the 
unknowable. It embraces partial facts, rumors, and maybes.” 7 Assembling artifacts from 
the LGBT collections at the ONE Archives in Los Angeles alongside commissioned 
pieces by contemporary transgender artists, the exhibition deliberately effaces 
distinctions between artistic and historical production about the past, conjuring instead a 
set of imaginative possibilities that refuse the delimitations of secular, anthropocentric, 
and rational worldviews.  
The commissioned pieces themselves recurrently speak to supernatural and 
religious possibilities for being and contact across time and bodies alike. Wu Tsang and 
RJ Messineo contribute a blood-red altar, adorned with flowers and offered as a memorial 
to lost trans of color life—the piece mobilizes the syncretic cosmology of mestizo 
Catholicism as a site of connection with the past, with the dead, and with an imagined 
trans community that is disavowed under the atomizing machinations of a racialized, 
                                                
5 Saidiya Hartman, “Venus in Two Acts,” small axe 26 (June 2008), 11 
6 Chris E. Vargas, “An Introduction,” Transgender Hirstory in 99 Objects: Legends & 
Mythologies, ed. Chris E. Vargas (Los Angeles: MOTHA, 2015), 5 
7 Ibid 3. 
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heteropatriarchal, neoliberal individualism.8 Nicki Green’s earthenware piece, It’s Almost 
As if We’ve Existed, is a reimagining of Paul Richer’s 1910 neoclassical sculpture, Tres 
In Una, a figural group of three nude maiden, exemplary of Richer’s commitment to the 
beaux-arts pursuit of idealized form.9 Green’s piece, however, substitutes nude trans 
women for cisgender ones. In replicating Richer’s neoclassicism (here transposed onto 
the classical medium of pottery), and reproducing the title of Richer’s original piece in 
banner text under the three standing women (“three in one”), Green’s earthenware 
sculpture conjures a mythological transgender near-existence that simultaneously mines 
the pantheon of classical antiquity as well the Christian trinity—in so doing, the piece 
echoes the religiously eclectic matriarchy revisionism of 1970s Goddess feminism. 
But MOTHA’s most striking homage to the otherworldly as a resource for 
imagining trans pasts and presents alike can perhaps be found in Craig Calderwood’s 
portrait, This world will soon be ours (see figure 2), which turns to none other than 
Angela Douglas of the Transexual Action Organization, and to Douglas’s extraterrestrial 
friend, Randy Towers. As Douglas recounts in her autobiography, she was shocked and 
amazed when Towers revealed her true identity and mission to her: that she had traveled 
to earth to help human transsexuals. Calderwood’s black and white portrait depicts 
Douglas late in her life, seated, with the reptilian Towers standing over her. Towers is an 
impressive figure—her lizard-like head (she can hardly be said to have a face) is too 
inhuman to present any discernible emotion, but her clawed, scaly fingers are interlaced 
                                                
8 See also Raquel Gutiérrez’s commentary in Transgender Hirstory in 99 Objects, 22. 
9 On Richer’s commitments to both artistic and scientific investigations of human anatomy, see 
Gen Doy, Drapery: Classicism and Barbarism in Visual Culture (New York: IB Tauris, 2002), 
38 
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with Douglas’s, and Douglas bears a small, satisfied toothy smile. Like Calderwood’s 
other works, the piece is intricately detailed in pen. Both human and alien transsexuals 
wear ornate, even gaudily patterned clothes—the obsessive attention to the specificities 
of pattern, in the clothes and in the texturing of Towers’s scaly epidermis, is evocative of 
the superfluous, nonfunctional details that produce, for Roland Barthes, a “reality 
effect.”10 And indeed, the piece is arresting as an exercise in rendering reality: against the 
temptation to qualify Douglas’s extraordinary friend, to reduce her to a projection of her 
mind, or a merely “subjective” truth, Calderwood’s piece manifests Douglas and Towers 
as equally present, materialized, and real—consubstantial. In its refusal to subordinate the 
alien being to the human, the piece evokes what Levi Bryant and other speculative 
philosophers would call a flat ontology.11 In clasping Douglas’s hand, Towers apparently 
issues a gesture of comfort and contact, an affirmation of the trans-extraterrestrial 
solidarity that Douglas long envisioned. In the unearthly alliance summoned forth by this 
clasping, viewers of the piece are presented not only with an alternative to a 
historiography in which Douglas died unsupported and alone, they are called to a 
transgender imaginary that is as expansive as it is chimerical and strange. This imaginary 
does not so much require heroic rescue and reconstitution from the damaged archives of 
history as it does gaze out, already alive and fully formed, with starting force at us, 
affixing us sternly—but also, perhaps, protectively—with Towers’ coal-black eyes. 
If monstrous, magical, and divine forces from the past and from other worlds have 
continued to assert their hold on queer activist and artistic imaginations, these presences 
                                                
10 Roland Barthes, The Rustle of Language, trans. Richard Howard (New York: Macmillan 1987), 
146 
11 Bryant, Democracy of Objects. 
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have also begun to incur growing recognition in recent queer academic discourses. 
Arguably speaking to this growing pull, Dana Luciano and Mel Chen have recently 
wondered if the queer has ever been human.12 Susan Stryker’s foundational text of trans 
studies, “My Words to Victor Frankenstein above the Village of Chamounix,” a 
testimony to the mystical, irrational powers of monstrosity as a condition of transsexual 
embodiment, has gained renewed attention this year from Karen Barad and Jack 
Halberstam as well as from Stryker herself.13 Styker writes that her text, first published 
twenty years ago, was an effort to pursue the “weird potential becomings of vital 
materialities and matterings,” an experiment that posited the “embrace [of] ‘darkness’ as 
a condition of interstitiality and unrepresentability beyond the positive registers of light 
and name and reason, as a state of transformable negativity, as a groundless primordial 
resource.”14 Barad affirms the text as an exercise in a parthenogenic trans darkness 
mysticism, calling the piece a “queer reading of the Genesis moment when the earth 
emerges out of the chaos and the void, from a chaotic nothingness, an electrifying 
atmosphere silently crackling with thunderous possibilities. Nature emerges from a self-
birthed womb fashioned out of a raging nothingness.”15 As a testament to an apophatic 
and primeval queer force, one that disintegrates language, body, and subject alike, these 
recent revisitings of “My Words to Victor Frankenstein” conjure not so much the futural 
                                                
12 Dana Luciano and Mel Chen, “Has the Queer Ever Been Human?” GLQ 21 no. 2-3 (2015), 
183-207. 
13 Karen Barad, “Trans*/Matter/Realities and Queer Political Imaginings,” GLQ 21 no. 2-13 
(2015), 387-422; Susan Stryker, “Transing the Queer (In)human,” and Jack Halberstam, 
“In/Human—Out/Human” in “Dossier: Theorizing Queer Inhumnisms, GLQ 21 no. 2-13 (2015), 
209-248. 
14 Stryker, “Transing the Queer (In)Human, 227-228. 
15 Barad, “Trans*/Matter/Realities and Queer Political Imaginings,” 393. 
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impulses of a technologized, cyborgian posthumanism, but the unruly queer atavisms of 
Anzaldúa and Rechy’s demonic cosmologies, and likewise the prelapsarian gynarchies of 
Goddess feminism. If, for queer activists of the 1960s and 70s, the special agential power 
of queer derived from its elemental roots in the supernatural and inhuman—roots which 
also placed queer beyond all knowledge, reason, and language—this vision of chaotic, 
primordial queer possibility indeed seems to again be making its hold known on queer 
speculations today. In this respect, Stryker’s benediction offers a powerful call for a 
revitalized agentive ontology of the queer occult: “may you discover the enlivening 
power of darkness within yourself.”16 
  This dissertation has declined to comment on what may have intervened in the 
years between the weird irruptions of the gay liberation era and these small glimpses of 
queer re-enchantment in the aftermath of neoliberalism’s remaking of activism and 
academe. Certainly, spells and spirits have not fared well under LGBT activism’s 
transition to the 501 (c) 3 model – it seems unlikely that appeals to aliens, precognition, 
techniques of ecstasy, or explosive lesbian rage have been prioritized in many nonprofit 
funding proposals. And, of course, it would be difficult to overstate how AIDS has 
permanently altered the shape of LGBT politics since the early 1980s, the years that mark 
the end of this study. But as theorists of ghosts show us, the deathscapes of AIDS need 
not at all be surrendered as inert spaces of disenchantment: they may, rather, conjure 
manifold spectral, even necromantic possibilities – cosmologies of change in which the 
dead might become reanimated and take flight, soaring through the air to land on the 
                                                
16 Susan Stryker, “My Words to Victor Frankenstein Above the Village of Chamounix: 
Performing Transgender Rage,” GLQ 1 (1994), 251. 
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White House lawn. And we know that the gothic and punk ethos of queer militancy in the 
1980s and 90s—to which Stryker’s “Frankenstein” manifesto pays tribute—mined the 
nihilistic sensibilities of the dark arts. If queer activism’s affinity for the esoteric and 
unknown in the era of the revolutionary movements provides any indication, any number 
of capillary subterranean queer occultisms may flow between the heterogeneous now and 
the undisciplined then. Queer history, under the mark of the occult, apportions less an 
“education in absence,” and more an initiation into a mysterious, vibrant, and “strange 
becoming-imperceptible”—inexorably withdrawn, and inexorably alive, pulsing, and 
present.17 Collectively, these enchanted and wayward pasts have just as much to teach us 
about anarchic queer willfulness as they do about Dionysian queer surrender: they remind 
us that only part of the dream is the leap, and the rest, the falling. 
                                                
17 Heather Love, Feeling Backward, 51; Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, 
207; Cf Timothy Morton, “An Object-Oriented Defense of Poetry,” New Literary History 43 no. 
2 (Spring 2012), 208. 
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Figure 2 
 
Craig Calderwood, This world will soon be ours. 2015. 
Pen on cotton paper. 18 x 24 inches. Courtesy of the artist. 
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